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Drawing Blood from the Stones You Throw 


by angry_ace 


Summary 


Jaime is captured by wolf-shifters after spending seven years as the unwilling mage assistant 
to a group of werewolf hunters. And just to sweeten the deal, they don't speak the same 
language. Cue Jaime's traumatized behavior and actually decent personality making them like 
him grudgingly. Trust is built, until things reach a breaking point. 


e Inspired by [Restricted Work] by DaisyBirb 
e Inspired by [Restricted Work] by BrightChrysaor 
e Inspired by In Control by Peri_2, withthekeyisking 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Summary 


Jaime 1s captured by the Hearthstone pack after a successful raid on the hunter's 
encampment. (Word Count: 559) 


Chapter Notes 


I'm so excited to tell my version of Jaime's story. Many thanks to my beloved beta 
reader Miss_Lazy Tuesday. If this fic is comprehensible, thank her for it. Also go check 
out her work So...Rock, Paper, Scissors? that I've been betaing. And many thanks as 
well to envysparkler for allowing me to play in her sandbox. 


I'm aiming for an update every three weeks, so next update will be October 10th. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The captured hunters shivered in the frozen night. In the chaos of the ambush, many had lost 
shoes or coats. Many more had lost their lives. 


After Dmitri escaped, he’d told of brutal hunters who’d tormented wolves until they died. 
They spoke in a language he didn’t understand and had unfamiliar ways, which only 
increased the horror of his imprisonment. He likened it to being abducted by aliens. 


Most reviled of all was the mage who’d made it all possible. The mage who’d painfully 
locked him in his wolf shift, then locked him in a cage with walls that shocked at a touch. 
And once locked inside, shaved away his fur and tattooed him. 


He’d been terrified that even if he did escape, he’d be trapped as a wolf forever, but at a 
certain distance from the mage, the spell has dissipated. He didn’t even take advantage, able 
to flee faster as a wolf, but he felt the return of his human half nonetheless. Similarly, the 
spell that had obscured his scent had dissipated, which was how Khalida, Ruriko, and Ash 
managed to track him to the den he’d borrowed from some hibernating bats after becoming 
too exhausted to continue. 


Now the mage was at his mercy, or already dead, and all that was left to do was identify him. 
The pack had tracked him and his group down with Dmitri’s help, and they were getting 
justice, rescuing the captive wolves, and ensuring no more wolves would be captured. 


He swept his gaze down the row of captured hunters. They muttered at him and cursed him in 
what was unmistakably profanity, even to one unfamiliar with their language. The mage was 
kneeling towards the middle of the line, having been one of the first ones captured. He’d 
managed to lose his coat and shoes, or perhaps his blankets were warm enough that he didn’t 
sleep with them on, and in the urgency of the attack, never put them on. He trembled while 
staring intently at the chill ground. 


He pointed out the mage to Lada. “It’s that one.” 
The mage didn’t even look up. 


As Lada approached him though, then he looked up. She grabbed his chin in her powerful 
grip and lifted his face. 


In the light of the waning crescent, Dmitri could see the tears on the mage’s face. He 
imagined tearing out the mage’s entrails and leaving him for dead in the snow. Eventually, 
would those pathetic tears freeze to his lifeless skin? 


The mage was begging for something, but Lada, Dmitri, and the rest of the pack paid it no 
mind as Lada used her free hand to buckle their mage collar around his throat. 


At the closure of the collar, the mage shut down. He’d probably never dealt with the loss of 
his power or the feeling of helplessness that Dmitri had felt those weeks in a cage, starving 
and dying and watching other wolves starve and die too, marked with runes against his will 
by the mage. If he’s miserable now, serves him right, Dmitri thought, and if he thinks he’s 
miserable now, wait until I get my hands on him. 


With Lada holding the cowardly mage in place, she gave the kill order, and finally the wolves 
tore into the captured hunters, excepting the mage, sating their bloodlust and desire for 
revenge. 


Chapter End Notes 


Notes on language: The language spoken by the Hearthstone pack is Garouan. It is so 
named for their main deity, Garou. It is spoken by northern wolf packs on their 
continent. Jaime’s native language is Reivyan, so named for I didn’t want to name is 
Southern Standard Language so I ."made it the fuck up ,". It is spoken by southern 
human settlements as a first language, and many southern wolf packs knew it, but didn’t 
use it exclusively. Southern wolf packs also spoke a language called Airhanian, which is 
named after another wolf god. Northern human settlements speak Bito, which I also 
made the fuck up. 


Also, italicized text in quotation marks indicate words spoken in the perspective 
character's non-native language, non-italicized text in quotation marks indicated words 
spoken in the perspective character's native language. 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Summary 


Picking up the night after the night Jaime was captured. He and the wolves have finally 
made it back to the Hearthstone longhouse/den/village. (Word Count: 2,289) 


Chapter Notes 


A warning for this chapter: In Jaime's narration he recalls his sexual abuse at the hands 
of Eskender and fears it being repeated by Hearthstone. His recollection goes into some 
detail of the act(s) and aftermath + how he felt; his imagination of what he fears Lada 
and Khalida will do to him discusses method, duration, and also how it would make him 
feel, 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The day after his capture, Jaime had been forced to travel with the wolves for many miles. 
With every step he got even further from the home he hadn’t seen since he was a boy. With 
every day he missed it more. Now he didn’t even know the language of the land he was in, 
and the weather was frigid compared to his warm homeland. The hunters, though, had 
insisted on going north after they’d wiped out the southern wolves. 


The walking was burdensome to his body, especially on top of the exhaustion from casting 
the spells to free the wolves from their locked cages, as little good as it did him, and from the 
punishment Eskender had dealt him after the wolf had escaped. He’d truly had nothing to do 
with it, but that didn’t stop Eskender from blaming him for it, or from beating and raping him 
for it. 


Secretly, he’d always hoped that if wolves defeated the hunters, they’d see how hurt he was 
and pity him, even though he knew, he knew , he didn’t deserve anyone’s pity after all the 
harm he’d caused. 


The wolves at least had dressed him appropriately for the weather. With the hunters he’d had 
boots, long pants, and a long sleeved shirt, but no coat or gloves, and what garments he did 


have weren’t even flannel. The wolves had given him a coat and boots at least. Of course it 
wasn’t his coat, he didn’t have one, but he wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry over the fact 
that the coat they’d found for him was Eskender’s. 


The boots weren’t his own either, the wolves had made him peel the boots from a corpse 
while they’d snickered at him. Little did they know that his tears were not grief for the dead, 
rather a mix of relief, fresh terror, pain lingering from his punishments, shock, and 
exhaustion. He ended up stealing Tulio’s boots, Tulio being the shortest, and therefore the 
one with boots most likely to fit Jaime. 


Jaime couldn’t deny he found humor in stealing and wearing the boots that had been used to 
kick him so many times, the boots he’d been forced to lick. 


His greatest comfort in his new situation, aside from the fact that he wasn’t being hatefully 
tortured and that he at least had a coat and boots, was what he’d found in the pocket of the 
coat. 


He’d been keeping his hands in the pockets of Eskender’s coat, on account of the fact that he 
still lacked gloves, when he’d felt it, the old “remote” for his previous collar. It wasn’t 
connected to him anymore, and it would only work on the collar it was made for, which was 
by now long buried in snowfall miles away, but it did give him a sense of power over his life. 
He held the device that had for so long held him. Running his fingers over the carved bone, 
he somehow felt free, even though in reality, he’d only swapped one set of masters for 
another. 


But stumbling along in the snowy forest, surrounded by enemies he couldn’t understand, and 
with a body soon to give up, small comforts went a long way. 


“Sit,” the wolf who had identified him to the Alpha commanded, emphasizing his point by 
pushing him down by his shoulders onto a chair. 


Jaime wasn’t sure if that meant “sit” or “stay”, but the wolf who had issued the command 
seemed dead set on him staying.Then the wolf turned his back on him and started building 
the fire in the hearth of the pack’s longhouse. 


After arranging the logs, no kindling, Jaime’s new captor pointed at his handiwork and said 
“Light it.” 


Jaime didn’t know the words, but as a small stream of magic returned to him, he was pretty 
sure he knew the command. 


It was a pain to light the fire. The logs were damp from the snow outside, and there was no 
kindling or brush to help the little flame spread. By the time he’d gotten the fire going, he 
was sweating despite the coldness of the night. 


From his hunched position, he wiped away the sweat as best he could. He didn’t want the 
wolves to see the signs of his exertion. If they thought he wasn’t up to the task of being their 
resident captured mage, they might just kill him. Despite the general misery of the past seven 
years, Jaime still didn’t want to die. He wanted to see his sister, to have proof that his 
sacrifice had led to a happy life without him. Lord knows it had brought him no joy, and he 
didn’t even know if she’d survived the explosion caused by the hunters when he was 
kidnapped. 


A woman in her late thirties sitting on a bench near the fire produced a grip of salted and 
dried fish which she offered to Jaime’s captor. He thanked her and gave her a kiss on the 
cheek. The whole interaction was filled with words Jaime could hardly hear and had even 
less chance of understanding. The woman and man looked over at him after the gifting of the 
fish. He couldn’t read their words, and although their tones didn’t suggest imminent violence, 
his stomach churned with fear at the attention. 


The man sat on a smaller bench next to the woman and began eating his present. Well really, 
for lack of a better word, he was wolfing it down, for which Jaime could hardly blame the 
shifter, as the only food the wolves received while in the care of the hunters was whatever 
bugs and rats ran into their pen. 


As Jaime watched the man eat, his stomach took the opportunity to betray him by grumbling 
loudly. He hadn’t eaten since the morning the wolf escaped as part of his punishment from 
the hunters and then because his new captors couldn’t be bothered. That was two days ago. 
The last time his stomach had grumbled, the wolf keeping him captive had grabbed snow 
from the forest floor and stuffed it in Jaime’s mouth. And even for that Jaime was grateful, 


for with his hands bound behind his back, there was no way he was able to feed himself or 
get himself water. 


The woman sitting by the fire seemed to ask Jaime’s captor a question, and his answer 
seemed to make her unhappy. She pulled a chocolate croissant out of her coat along with 
more fish. She gave the croissant to his captor, then got up and approached Jaime. 


“Mirza!” Jaime’s captor said in alarm. 
p 


She waved him off, but he followed her, grousing all the while. 


She stood before him, considering him for a moment putting the salt fish to his lips. 


Jaime looked up at his captor for approval. The woman may be the one providing the food, 
but Jaime was sure that if it was some sort of test, the man would be the one to carry out the 
punishment. 


“What are you waiting for? Eat it!” The man commanded. 


Jaime didn’t understand most of what was said, but he recognized the word “eat” from the 
previous night when the man had stuffed the snow in his mouth, and said “Eat up, mage!” 


Jaime took the salt fish in his mouth and chewed as best as he could with nothing to hold it 
up but his lips. The taste was atrocious, but Jaime knew that beggars couldn’t be choosers, 
and he was so so grateful to finally have something to fill his empty belly. He imagined that 
his captor had felt the same way as he had eaten his share. 


Watching the mage eat out of Mirza’s hand was a queer experience for Dmitri. After he 
finished eating, Dmitri half expected Mirza to pat the mage on the head and call him a good 
boy. 


Dmitri was much happier eating one of Mirza’s delicious chocolate croissants than one of her 
unsuccessful forays into making a good tasting fish jerky. Dmitri was of the personal opinion 
that it couldn’t be done, but neither he nor any of Mirza’s pups had the heart to tell her to give 
it up. 


When the mage was done eating, Mirza turned to Dmitri and asked “Is he sleeping with you 
tonight?” 


“Actually, Darius wants to have me in the infirmary tonight. Khalida is taking him.” 


“Well you’ve been through a lot.” Mirza said. “You get your rest, let Ash, Darius, and 
Carlisle take care of you, and know if you need anything at all, I’m always here for you.” 


Mirza gave him a hug, which caused him to tear up. “I’m so glad to be home.” Looking over 
Mirza’s shoulder seeing the mage who’d aided and abetted the hunters—the one who’d 
forced him into his shift, locked him in an inescapable cage, and scraped magical runes in his 
skin—sitting comfortably and unpunished with a full belly made him enraged in a way that 
was only surpassed by the hopelessness and fury he’d felt seeing wolves suffer and die in 
those cages. 


It was Lada’s desire to be intimate with her partner after their victory over the hunters, but it 
was difficult with their own personal interloper less than five feet away. He was tied to the 
foot of the bed in Lada and Khalida’s shared room in the longhouse, and though he was 
wearing a blindfold, it was impossible to feel like they were in private. 


The wolves had built a cabin for couples to use for these kinds of things, when they wanted 
intimacy, privacy, and nights away from their young ones, or the opportunity to get frisky 
without anyone pounding on their shared wall telling them to shut it. Lada and Khalida were 


usually quiet enough to not need it, but this was beyond keeping it down. The man was tied 
on the floor tied to the bed’s foot. Lada didn’t even feel comfortable talking with her wife, 
knowing that the hunter was eavesdropping, knowing that perhaps he could understand their 
language and only obfuscated his ignorance in an attempt to avoid interrogation about the 
hunters, their allies, and their tactics. 


Still, it wasn’t like they could put him out in the snow, nor did they feel comfortable asking 
someone else to watch the mage they had decided to spare in return for his service—his 
willingness not required. And even if they were okay asking someone else to watch him, he 
was dangerous—he was a hunter, he was a mage, and he was powerful enough to wreak 
havoc on the settlement before he could be subdued. 


Needless to say, all she and Khalida would be doing tonight is sleep, if they even managed 
that. 


Jamie felt pretty damn powerless, though not the most powerless he’d ever felt—that 
particular dishonor belonged to one of the many times he’d had his face buried in Eskender’s 
fur blankets as Eskender raped him like the animal he always seemed to see in civilian 
shifters, or perhaps one of the many times when Eskender would spoon him after, naked, 
through the whole night as his skin crawled and his tears dried, or one of the many times he’d 
seen a wolf die in a cage knowing that if he only had his magic he could free them, heal 
them, protect them. But Jaime felt pretty damn powerless tied to his captors’ bed, still sore 
from the last rape, waiting for the next one, and this time there’d be two of them, and this 
time they’d have fangs and claws and werewolf strength and a motive to hate him and to 
make it hurt as much as they could. And this time he couldn’t even beg for mercy, little good 
it ever did him, because this time he didn’t even know their language. 


It didn’t comfort him at all that they were two women and probably didn’t have the 
equipment for what he feared. Nothing was stopping them from using their werewolf strength 
to rip a branch from a tree, rape him with it, then command him to heal himself with magic 
afterwards. And nothing was stopping them from doing it as many times as their endurance, 
his stores of magic, or their attention spans would allow. 


He shivered involuntarily in horror at the repulsive thought. 


Something big and heavy was thrown upon Jaime, and of course being blindfolded, he didn’t 
see it coming. His first thought was that he was being trapped in a net, but he quickly came to 
realize that it was a fur. It was thick and warm and he couldn’t be more grateful for it if he 
tried to be. 


The women must have seen his shiver and thought it was from the cold and not from fear. 
Jaime was cold though, even if that wasn’t why he’d shivered, and the wolves had just given 
him this good warm fur, still warm from where it lay between their bodies in their bed. It was 
good and warm and they hadn’t made him earn it though killing or fucking or anything 
repulsive. They’d just given it to him. They'd just given it to him. It was warm and it was 
good and if they changed their minds about fucking him it’d be one more layer of protection 
before the unbearable happened and they’d just given it to him. 


Surely he wouldn’t be allowed to keep it, surely it was just for the night, but for even just one 
night, he felt like he was safer than he’d been in seven years. As he buried his fingers in the 
good warm fur, Jaime thought that perhaps this wouldn’t be the unbearable torment he’d 
expected. 


Chapter End Notes 


Next chapter will be up on Halloween, in keeping with our three week posting schedule. 
After that, I'm not sure if chapter 4 will be on time. It has been a monster to write. I 
wrote almost all of it, decided I hated it, and now I'm trying to rewrite it. I'm trying to 
recycle what I can of the old chapter 4 into the new chapter 4 (or at this point what will 
probably need split into chapters 4 and 5) but it is like physically painful trying to make 
it work. (I jest I jest, but it is figuratively painful, like pulling teeth.) 


Also! Californians, you can now return your mail in ballots via the mail or a secure drop 
off ballot box. Probably you haven't even gotten your ballots yet, but please vote! If you 
need to register, you still can, act now! Help keep California blue. Non-Californians, I 
don't know when your elections are (excluding presidential), but please vote in those 
when they happen! 


Smooches! <3 


Chapter 3 


Chapter Summary 


Jaime does chores :1, takes a bath :), eats dinner :), and has a panic attack :0. (Word 
count: 3,434) 


Chapter Notes 


Next chapter will be up on time (November 21st) and I look forward to posting it. 
Current estimated word count for next chapter is 1,537, but it's not final until it's posted. 


Happy Halloween everyone. Stay safe and have fun. Please share who/what you're 
dressed as in the comments. I'm Gregor Samsa. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The morning after the pack brought the captured mage to their den as a prisoner, Khalida 
walked him around the perimeter of the camp and commanded that he put a spell of 
protection around it so that hunters couldn’t find it. The only hitch was that he seemed to not 
understand her; it took several minutes of miming out what she wanted before the mage 
finally started reciting spell words. 


The nice thing about mage collars was that they allowed the controller to determine how 
much magic the mage could access, and what spell it could be used on. Even if the mage 
didn’t understand her words, he should be able to understand his own magic. 


From there they went on to mending torn furs, leathers, and canvas. All using the mage’s 
magic. It was a nice change from sticking her fingertip with a needle a dozen times or being 
restricted by a thimble. Khalida even had herself a late-afternoon snack while the mage 
fussed over a fur torn to shreds by a wolf in the midst of a night terror. For all the time he 
spent on the task, Khalida had assumed he’d been doing a careful job, but when he finally 
surrendered the fur to her, it had large scars everywhere the pelt was rejoined. She refused to 
consider any deeper meaning to that in regard to the trauma her pack had faced, first from the 
fevers last winter that killed so many, then from Dmitri’s abduction. This must be the best the 
mage can do, she thought. 


After casting that final spell, the mage was fairly sweaty , which reminded Khalida that she’d 
meant to give him an opportunity to bathe. He smelled like the blood of his fallen comrades, 
and even of semen; their raid on the Hunter’s camp must have immediately followed the 
mage hooking up with another hunter, or with his own left hand. Leading him to the partially 
frozen river, she sneered at the thought of him getting off on kidnapping wolves and torturing 
them to death. 


The water was too cold for him to get in, so Khalida had brought buckets so that it might be 
hauled up to a tub and warmed. She gave the mage a bucket and told him to fill it, then she 
filled her own for effect. He filled his bucket as instructed, but clearly struggled with the 
weight. She told him to follow her and then took off walking up the hill towards the den. She 
didn’t have to turn around to hear him obediently following her, struggling under the weight 
of his bucket. It only weighed about 40 Ibs. Khalida didn’t think it was just werewolf strength 
that made it easy for her to lift, and any reason to dislike a hunter was a good one in her 
mind; she felt that the mage must have never worked a day in his life if the water was too 
heavy for him, he must be used to using his magic for everything. She did not offer to help 
him. 


When they finally ascended the hill, Khalida led the mage to a copper tub in the longhouse. 
On their way they passed Rowan as well as Mirza’s pups, Mira and Risto. “Hi Aunty 
Khalida,” they greeted. 


Khalida effortlessly waved, she didn’t need both hands for her bucket, then resumed leading 
the mage to the washroom. She used her free hand to open the door, then began pouring into 
the copper tub. When she finished, the mage started pouring his burden out into the tub as 
well. Once emptied, the mage set his bucket down on the floor. He was panting with exertion. 


Khalida didn’t have time to wait for some pathetic mage to catch his breath. “Pick it up,” she 
demanded. 


The mage looked at her in confusion, so she gestured to his bucket. 


Understanding, he picked it up. 


“Come” Khalida commanded. With the mage obediently following, they repeated the process 
of going to the stream, filling the buckets, and dumping them in the copper tub. 


As the mage poured his final bucket, his hand trembled like a captured rabbit in the moment 
just before its neck is wrung. Once he finished, he panted while at the same time trying to 
stifle it. She could hear the whistle of exhalations exiting his nostrils. 


She found it to be an act altogether too melodramatic. Still, she gave him his opportunity to 
perform, partly because it somewhat amused her, and partly because of the chance he really 
did need to catch his breath. Humans weren’t as strong as werewolves, and the mage may be 
used to using magic to accomplish tasks like this. 


Khalida’s current preference was to let the mage access his magic as seldom as possible to 
limit his opportunities to try and misuse it for his own gains. In theory, their collar for him 
should only allow him to cast the spells they allow him to, and then only to the intensity they 
set by meting out his mana, but she still feared that he might find some way around the limits 
imposed. 


Still, she had little interest in going back out in the cold to collect kindling; that’d be a 
terrible pain to light wet. She had little interest in taking any dry wood from the pack 
stockpile for something as trivial as the mage’s bath, and the thought of forcing the mage to 
bathe in the ice cold water hadn’t so much as crossed her mind. So allowing him magic to 
heat the water it was. 


She gestured to the water. “Warm it up.” 


This, he had no trouble doing. 


He didn’t do anything unusual to indicate he was casting. The only indication that he’d 
obeyed her command was the steam rising off the water. 


“You have ten minutes,” Khalida said loudly and slowly. She showed him her ten fingers. 
“Ten minutes.” 


“Pardon, ’”’ the mage said in his language. He pointed to the tub. “It you?” he said in hers. 


She looked at him in confusion. 


“Tt you?” He asked again, miming out the act of bathing. 


“No, it’s for you,” she insisted, pointing at the bath and then the mage. “You wash yourself; 
I'll be outside listening.” Most every word she punctuated with a gesture or pointing. For 
“you” and “yourself,” she pointed at the mage, “wash” merited a mimicry of scrubbing 
oneself, for “outside” she pointed at the door, and for “listening,” she cupped her own ear. 


He seemed to understand it okay, so she left the room and waited just outside the door. It was 
only when he came out of the bathroom several minutes later still wet and dressed in his 
dirty, and now also wet, clothes that she realized she’d forgotten to give him soap, a towel, 
and clean clothes. 


After the fiasco that was his bath, Jaime’s attendant had forced him to use magic to sanitize 
himself and his clothes, and then to dry both. Sitting in the water and rubbing at the physical 
dirt had done enough to remove any sediment and sweat, so sanitizing himself with magic 
pretty much did the trick. 


After that she’d made him carry one end of the metal tub outside with her carrying the other 
so that the water could be dumped out. It was clear she was making him help out of pride 
rather than actual need, particularly when his trembling arms finally gave out on him and 
he’d been sloshed all over with water, all in view of the rest of the pack. The water melted 
some of the snow on the ground, creating excessive amounts of mud. 


His chaperone looked furious enough to hit him right there with everyone watching, but 
instead she just shouted at him. Still, he took a step back, trying to avoid her temper, but 
slipped in the mud he’d created and fell to the floor, muddying the back of his shirt and pants. 


“Are you seriously so fucking lazy you cant carry the tub forty feet so we don t dump it right 
in the middle of the village? And so defiant that you insist on getting yourself dirty right after 
I let you take a bath? Where do you get off? If you think I’m going to let you have another 
bath now you’re a moron, and if this is a ploy to get me to let you use your magic again to 
dry off, I hope you enjoy air drying in the cold all fucking night.” 


Jaime could make out only a few words—‘you,” “bath,” “I’—but almost nothing else. It was 
still snowing, and Jaime had hoped that the werewolf would allow him to get warm and not 
stay in wet clothes. He understood that there was so, so much he deserved to be punished for, 
but dropping his end of the tub was an accident. 


The hunters wouldn t have cared that it was an accident, he thought to himself. 


His chaperone grabbed him by the back of his coat and started to drag him into the longhouse 
before sitting him down on the floor up against the wall. His position was by no means near 
to the hearthfire warming the space, but was at least in the outer vestiges of its sphere of 
influence. It was far superior to being left out overnight in wet clothes, eventually falling 
unconscious from his dropping internal temperature, and never waking again. 


No, he’d survived too much to die like that; although, he knew there was nothing he was 
willing or able to do to stop this wolf pack from killing him if they chose to. He’d never 
willingly raise a hand or a spell against a werewolf, not after all he’d done, and even if he 
was willing, his magic was as gone to him now as it ever had been. 


Soon, the rest of the pack swelled into the longhouse, eating, drinking, and making merry 
around the hearth. After some time spent shivering painfully, the one that his first chaperone 
had tried to stop from feeding him on the night of his capture once again approached him, 
this time with a bowl of steaming soup. She had many eyes on her, but no one dared to 
challenge her. Jaime had to wonder if she wasn’t the one really calling the shots around here, 
if ingratiating himself to her might reduce his pain. If she was the one who was responsible 
for him, then perhaps his inevitable punishments would be meted out by her, not by the whole 
pack tearing him to pieces. But with the way her pups were hanging off her and playing 
around her, it was hard to imagine that she would ruthlessly punish him, especially if her 
children might be around to see it. 


Jaime wasn’t sure if the food really was for him, or if she was making fun of him. Making 
fun wasn’t beyond the pale. He couldn’t just reach for what was held before him as though he 
were entitled to it. The whole pack was here. He wouldn’t survive being punished by the 
whole pack. 


Except, that wasn’t true. The terrible truth was that he would survive being punished by the 
whole pack and he knew it. Despite everything, he still wanted to live, and he’d heal himself 
if they let him use his magic to do so. They’d let him, because he’s more useful alive, and it’s 
no fun beating a dead mage. 


“Don t bother Mirza,” Jaime’s male captor said to the woman showing him food. Jaime 

figured “Mirza” must be her name considering the man had addressed her as it multiple 

times. “He thinks hes too good to eat our food, or else he’d have taken it by now. You’re 
wasting your energy standing there waiting for him.” 


“Or he thinks it’s poisoned.” The pack alpha proposed. 


“Do you think we’re trying to poison you little hunter?” Khalida said tauntingly. 


Jaime had no idea what to say to appease them. He couldn’t understand them. He didn’t know 
what they wanted and they all hated him and were talking at him in a way he couldn’t 
understand. 


The man started approaching him and Mirza. 


No. Please no. Not in front of everyone; not with the pups watching. 


Mirza put her hand on his shoulder and held another out to the man. Jaime didn’t mean to, 
but he was already scared, and he jerked away from her touch. 


“See!” The man shouted while gesturing angrily. 


Jaime was sure that one of those wild swings of the arm was going to catch him in the face if 
he didn’t do anything, and although it probably would not matter what he did, he hoped that 
if he asked, he might be able to eat dinner. His mother used to say fortune favored the bold, 
but that was so long ago, it was as though it had never happened. 


Jamie pointed at Mirza’s bowl. “Jt for Mage eat?” he asked in their language without 
confidence that he had the words right. 


They all stared at him as though shocked to see him speak. He immediately started blaming 
himself for the ways this could go wrong. Clearly interrupting them would warrant a 
punishment. 


Then the one called Mirza used her free hand to gently lift one of his hands from his lap and 
cup it around the bow] in her other hand. “Yes,” she said soothingly. “Yes it is for you to eat, 
Mage.” 


The man rolled his eyes and incredulously said, “Seriously Mirza?” 


“Yes seriously!” Mirza said. “And you know what? I have never known you to act this way, 
Dmitri. Or you Khalida. You two should both be ashamed of yourself leaving him in wet 
clothes at nighttime in winter, not letting him sit by the fire, and then trying to scare him into 
not eating dinner after he had a long day doing chores on behalf of this pack. 


“Arent you embarrassed to be acting this way in front of everybody?” 


“Mirza he’s a hunter!” The man shouted. “You ’re being stupid right now! He's done far 
worse to our people; he’s done far worse to me. He helped them torture me for a month and 
you want to set him up in a bed and breakfast? I can t fucking believe you!” 


The shouting match was on full display to the whole pack, everyone listening intently to the 
conversation for content, while Jaime only shook at the angry tones. The Alpha too, was 
listening, and she had clearly heard enough. 


She growled aloud before commanding, “Dmitri stand down. You will not disrespect Mirza 
and you will not call her loyalty into question.” 


The man looked at her and took a deep breath. “7’m sorry.” Then he turned to Mirza. “J’m 
sorry, Mirza.” And finally he looked to Jaime. “Eat your dinner, Mage.” 


Jaime didn’t need any more permission than that; he knew what “eat” meant, and although 
he still didn’t know whether or not it was derogatory—it probably was—he knew “Mage” 
referred to him, so he took the bowl from Mirza and immediately began to devour his soup. 
He didn’t bother with the spoon, he shifted it out of his way and drank down all the soup 
before anyone could take it away from him. It seemed obvious that he would be punished for 
the argument he’d incited, and he wanted to at least eat his dinner before that happened. 


When he finished drinking his soup, he saw that Khalida, the Alpha, Mirza, and the man were 
still looking at him, as were a large amount of the rest of the pack. Oddly, he thought next 
that he didn’t know what to do with his bowl. Would it be disrespectful to set it on the floor? I 
dont have a table to set it on. Surely it would be seen as possessive if I keep holding it. 


Jaime set the bow] on the floor. 


Finally, the frightening man came to stand in front of him, breaking from the paralysis of fury 
for calm instilled in him by the Alpha. “Come, Mage,” he requested while holding out his 
hand. These were words that Jaime understood. The gesture was fairly universal. Jaime gave 
the man his hand and was lifted gently by it. The frightening man led him over to the 
longhouse hearth and directed him to sit in a chair. 


“Stay put, Mage.” He directed before walking away from Jaime towards a battery operated 
hot plate. On the plate was a Dutch oven, which he reached into with tongs to remove a 
steaming roll. He placed the roll into a cloth napkin and brought it back to Jaime. 


“This is for you, Mage,” he said. 


Jamie took the roll from his captor. If this was a trick or a setup for a punishment, he would 
go into it with a warm and full belly. 


Mirza came to sit with his frightening and confusing male captor. Jaime was torn between 
ignoring their conversation and trying to parse words from amongst the nebulous sound. He 
settled on listening as he ate. There was very little he was likely to understand, but if he had 
any window, even the smallest and most obscured of windows, into his fate or the minds of 
his enigmatic jailers, he would press his face to the glass until dragged away, condensation 
and smudging be damned. 


“Mirza, I’m sorry,” the man opened with. 


“Dmitri I have two children under the age of ten, being spoken to rudely is not enough to 
ruffle my feathers.” 


“Fair enough.” The man chuckled. “J suppose it’s my turn to take him.” The man looked 
Jaime’s way. 


Why is he looking my way? The punishment, it’s the punishment, they’re planning it now, 
right now, right in front of me, just like the hunters. 


“T’m sorry,” Jaime said in an attempt to beg in their language . “Please don’t hurt me,” he 
begged in his own, despite it never having moved anyone in the past. “/’m sorry. I’m sorry. 
I’m so truly sorry. I didn’t want to do it. I know the intent doesn’t erase the action, but I 
swear I want to do the right thing now. I can serve you. I want to serve you.” 


The pair looked at him, and so did the others eating, and the Alpha and her second. 


“Mage,” Mirza gently interrupted him, “we don t understand you. You may as well wait 
quietly.” 


Not understanding her, Jaime kept begging and began crying. 


“Mage,” the man said, “you ’re embarrassing yourself. You’re making a scene. People are 
looking at you.” He gestured to the watching pack. 


Jaime followed the gesture with his eyes to see many sets of eyes on him. It only served to 
multiply his fear by a factor equivalent to each watcher. Attention had never been good for 
him, at least never in the last seven years. 


“Come on, Mage,” The man said, reaching for Jaime. 


Without thinking about it, or even meaning to, Jaime jerked away from his hand, knocking 
himself to the floor in the process. 


Oh no. No no no no no no no. “I didn’t mean to, I didn’t mean to, I’m sorry!” Jaime 
screamed. 


The man shouted in alarm, then stood up, looking over Jaime. 


He was on the floor, he was cold, he was weak and even after eating he was hungry, and 
standing over him was the stronger, bigger, better dressed, well-liked, male captor. It was a 
sickeningly familiar situation for him to be in. 


Panting from terror, the thought struck him, /’m not tied up right now; I could try to run 
away. There's no way I'll actually escape, but maybe once they catch me, they'll kill me, and 
I wont have to suffer anymore. I can be with my parents again, and one day even see 
Shamira. Decision made, Jaime scrambled to his feet and ran. 


He made it all of two feet before the man’s strong hand gripped his shoulder, and was 
dragging him back. 


“Alright, that’s enough, mage. We’ll take this outside.” The man took to frogmarching Jaime 
out of the longhouse. His grip was so tight and painful that Jaime was sure he was getting 


fresh bruises. “You didn t seriously think that would work did you, coward P” 


As he was dragged out of the building, Jaime looked over his shoulder for the woman who 
had been kind to him before. 


“Mirza! Mirza! Help me, please! Mirza! I’m sorry! Help me, please. Don’t let him hurt me! 
Help me, please!” 
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Ash had to be held back from chasing after Dmitri and the mage. The hunter wasn’t their 
patient, but seeing anyone in significant distress like that triggered Ash’s warrior heart to 
protect. Especially when they could hear him screaming for help, shouting incomprehensibly 
in his own language, as well as “I’m sorry” in their own, which heartbreakingly seemed to be 
one of the few phrases he’d learned. Mirza rushing out after the pair after quickly making 
sure Sebastian, Sasha, and Ivanna would watch her twins was even better. Lada joined her 
after talking to and holding hands with Khalida for what seemed to be a full minute. 


Ultimately, the trio of Ash, Darius, and Carlisle elected to send Carlisle out to investigate the 
situation, as he was deemed to be the one most able to keep a level head if Dmitri had lost his 
own. 


By the time Carlisle was out there, the mage was sitting on a bench with his legs pressed tight 
to his chest, his head pressed between his knees, and one arm crossed over his head, as 
though blocking them out...or defending from a blow, the other wrapped around his legs. 
Lada, Dmitri, and Mirza, contrarily, were all standing around him talking. 


“Garou, Dmitri. What did you do? It looks like he’s totally shut down. You didn’t hit him, did 
you? 


“Of course not,” Dmitri answered. “Even if I wanted to, I have Mirza and Lada here making 
sure I behave myself.” 


“Mirza?” Carlisle asked. 


“T didn’t see him hit the mage,” Mirza stated, “but when I came out here, the mage was 
already hunched over, scared.” 


“T want him to be scared,” Dmitri said. 


Lada sighed deeply, as though she was working with the most demanding people in the 
world. Before she could say what was on her mind, Carlisle interjected. “Listen, I understand 
you’re all very frustrated, but we need to get him inside. Hypothermia can set in really fast, 
especially in wet clothes.” Anticipating an objection, Carlisle added, “(Humans are not as 
resilient as us, we need to get him in dry clothes near a fire.” 


The group murmured their assent, the potential dangers allowing them to quell their tempers, 
at least for the amount of time it took to move the mage someplace warmer. Dmitri moved 
towards the mage presumably to try and get him standing, but Carlisle blocked his way. 


“Let me,” he insisted. “He’s already scared of you. He might react better to me and Mirza.” 


“Be my guest, Doc,” Dmitri acquiesced before following Lada towards the medical cabin.. 


Carlisle approached the dissociated mage; Mirza was already standing with him, trying to 
rouse him from his state. 


“C’mon Mage,” she said comfortingly. “It’s me; it’s Mirza. I’m here for you. You asked for 
me and I came.” She stroked his hair gently. 


Carlisle wasn’t sure how he felt about touching the mage as a way to pull him out of his state, 
but he was willing to see how it played out. Mirza continued with her petting, going so far as 
to curl her fingers in his locks, and even to scratch his scalp. 


“Mirza?” the mage said. “I’m sorry. I’m do anything to repay you if there is anything you 
can do to prevent, or even just to reduce ’'m punishment for running away, please. 1m ward 
for you. I’m light it for you. I’m fill for you. I’m come on Mage for you. I'll be warm for 
you. I’m serve your dinner for you. Mirza. You please don t let them hurt I’m. Pll do 
anything for you. I'll serve you anyway, even sexually. Please 'm want to live. I’m sorry. Ill 
do anything. 


Mirza stroked the mage’s hair. “C’mon Mage. Get up.” Mirza put her hand on the mage’s 
elbow, gently lifting him to his feet. 


The trio made their way to the medical cabin, Mirza all but totally supporting the mage’s 
weight. They crossed the threshold, then Carlisle led Mirza and the mage into a backroom. 
She helped him to sit down on a bed in the back left corner. 


“Thank you Mirza, I'll take it from here. I’d like to give him some privacy, reduce his 
stimuli.” 


“T’ll head out, thank you Carlisle.” Mirza stepped out of the room. 


Once Mirza shut the door, Carlisle turned and reached into his wooden cabinets. Bypassing 
all the tinctures, herbs, pills, bandages, scalpels, needles, and other remedies, and ignoring 
what he could overhear from the next room, Carlisle reached for a towel, warm blanket, and 
fresh set of clothes. Sometimes that was the best remedy. Then he grabbed the thermometer, 
because sometimes certainty was the best remedy. 


Carlisle turned toward the shivering mage. “These are for you. Once I take your temperature 
and untie you, you can undress yourself, dry off, and put these on.” Carlisle put his hand on 
the back of the mage’s head to stop him from moving, then put the thermometer into his ear. 
After waiting for the results, he announced, “Well, your temperature is still good, so ’'d 
consider you not hypothermic. Congratulations.” Carlisle produced his claws to cut the ropes 
binding the mage’s hands. The mage gasped when he saw them, as though he expected to be 
cut along with the ropes. Seeing the mage’s reaction brought back to Carlisle’s attention that 


his patient was a killer, a hater of werewolves, who would not hesitate, would in fact delight 
in being able to end his life, the lives of his partners, and the lives of his whole community, 
including the children. He felt a bad taste in his mouth, and held the mage’s wrists together to 
prevent struggling as he cut the bindings, then he drew the curtains closed harshly. 


“Get dressed mage,” he demanded from the safe and cold distance behind the curtain. 


Carlisle waited two and a half minutes, timed on his wristwatch, before pulling back the 
mage’s curtain abruptly. He would have preferred to peek his head through in case the mage 
was still changing, to respect the privacy of his body, but if the mage somehow managed to 
do something he wasn’t supposed to back there, Carlisle wouldn’t give him a chance to hide 
it. 


The mage was sitting on the bed. He’d dressed himself. His old, filthy, damp clothes sat 
folded on the floor near his feet. If this man wasn’t a remorseless murderer who was probably 
just trying to get his sympathy, Carlisle would have thanked him for the consideration of not 
putting filthy clothes on the clean medical cot, although it was somewhat futile considering 
he’d already sat on it. The only thing he hadn't surrendered to the floor was his oversized 
bobcat fur coat, which he clutched tightly in his lap, despite the wetness. 


“Mage,” Carlisle addressed him. He almost bent down to pick up the dirty clothes so that he 
could wash them, then thought better of it. He feared that if he bent down to pick up the 
clothes, the mage would use it as an opportunity to attack him by strangling while he was 
looking downwards. The thought was perhaps absurd, he’d conceded to himself; there was no 
way the mage could escape even if he’d managed to successfully subdue Carlisle—not with 
four adult wolves a room away, but escaping may not be the point. The point may simply be 
to kill as many wolves as possible. “Give me your dirty clothes.” 


The mage merely stared at him, he didn’t respond in any language. 


Carlisle indicated the neat pile of dirty clothes with his foot. 


The mage seemed to understand this, and bent over to pick up the clothes, then gave them to 
Carlisle. 


“T’m going to discard these,” Carlisle told the mage. They’re so threadbare that there’s no 
point in trying to clean out the stains. I'll clean your coat though.” 


Carlisle reached for the mage’s coat and tried gently to tug it from his hands. 


The mage wouldn’t let go. 


“Give me the coat, mage; it will be returned to you.” 


This still did not move the mage. 


Carlisle waited to see if the mage would change his mind. He still didn’t give up his coat. 


“Mage,” Carlisle demanded with a raised—but still not shouting—voice, “give me the coat.” 


Soundlessly, the mage surrendered his possession into Carlisle’s hands. Knowing that he’d 
taken from the mage his only real possession, not after being given it through trust, but 
having seized it through fear made Carlisle feel guilty, as though he was acting immorally. He 
did not seek to become a physician so that he could terrorize his patients, yet in this instance, 
for this patient, he didn’t see a way to stop him from wearing a muddy wet coat without 
frightening him into releasing it. On top of that, it was very difficult to treat someone he 
disdained, torn between mercy and condemnation. He’d only ever treated pack members or 
the occasional friendly wolf from another pack, yet now there was an outsider in their midst, 
and he’d be here indefinitely. 


Disturbed by the interaction, Carlisle sought the support of his pack, and led the mage back 
into the waiting area where the others discussed his fate. 
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Having regrouped in the infirmary, the quartet of Mirza, Dmitri, Lada, and Khalida resumed 
the tense discussion of the mage’s treatment. 


“Dmitri,” Lada began, “In regards to the mage, I understand wanting him to be scared. Trust 
me, I do. I understand wanting to feel like you’re punishing him, but I think we’ve pushed 
him too far tonight. He’s past scared and tense; he’s clearly terrified. Considering how he 
tried to run away just now, we’ve clearly pushed him past making reasonable decisions. 


“And Dmitri, we want him making reasonable decisions. Someone making reasonable 
decisions will understand that doing some spells and chores for an enemy is not worth dying 
over. Someone making reasonable decisions will be able to cooperate with us, not just cry, 
scream, and run away because he thinks we’re monsters. 


“So Dmitri, as your Alpha, I am asking you, and I will commit to this myself, do not strike 
the mage, do not shout at him without cause, do not prevent him from eating his meals or 
from keeping warm, especially now in the winter.” Lada paused, “‘and Khalida, my love, that 
goes for you as well.” 


Dmitri took a breath. “When I was captured, it was that mage who had enchanted my cell 
bars so that if I touched them I’d be electrocuted. He’s only making a scene to try and make 


himself look sympathetic.” 


Mirza squeezed his arm in reassurance. 


“Dmitri, his moral degeneracy is not in question, it is well established. I am so sorry and so 
sympathetic to you for the suffering you went through at the hands of the Hunter pack and 
this mage. No one is doubting how awful what you went through, Dmitri. I wish I could take 
your pain from you, and I’d even like to allow you to punish the mage if it would help you to 
heal. 


“But I can’t. His magic will help protect our pack from hunters, and that’s an advantage we 
cannot afford to lose. But perhaps, Dmitri, you can see the justice in forcing a mage who 
once hunted wolves to repent by shielding wolves. His crimes are not going unpunished. 


“Do you think you can see where I’m coming from?” 


Dmitri thought for a time before responding, “I see where you’re coming from, Alpha. I 
respect your position and will follow your orders.” 


“That’s more than enough, Dmitri,” Lada replied. 


“Mirza, if you could do us a favor tonight we’d really appreciate it.” Khalida took the remote 
to the mage’s collar from her pocket, ““The mage seems to like you, so if you’re willing, I 
want you to take this—and him—for the night. Khalida and I can take your pups while you 
watch him.” 


“No need,” Mirza smiled, “your parents already agreed to watch them.” Mirza took the 
controller. “I’ll take the mage, you take a night off. Just show me how this thing works.” 


Lada traced over the spiral sigils on the remote with her slim pointer finger, never allowing 
flesh to touch carved bone. She started at the beginning of the spiral and unwound it. “This 
will unlock the collar.” She set three fingers at the bottom, then raised them towards the top 


of the device while opening them. “This lets him access his magic, but only do it while 
mentally concentrating on the spell you want him to cast. For less magic, use one or two 
fingers. That’s basically his high, medium, low function. Only do it when you’re thinking of 
a spell, or else he just gets access to a directionless stream of magic, and he can use it 
however he wants. And you need to be thinking of a real spell too, if the spell you’re thinking 
of isn’t real, it will, once again, just give him a burst of magical access.” 


It was at this point that Carlisle gently led Jaime in by his elbow. The attention immediately 
shifted to the pair. Lada discreetly pocketed the remote. 


“How Is he, Carlisle?” Lada asked. 


“He’s cold, as you can see,” Carlisle said in reference to the mage’s tight grip on his acrylic 
blanket. “But he’s not hypothermic, and he seems to have settled down. He’s frightened but 
cooperative. I had to take his old clothes since they were dirty, but he has new ones. He was 
particularly unwilling to part with his coat, which I understand, but ultimately I had to take it 
from him so it could be cleaned. I didn’t even try removing his boots, but they look fairly dry 
to me, so I’m hopeful. But it’s for the best that we could at least get him into clean socks, 
once he’s settled in for the night. 


“T’m taking him tonight; I think my socks will fit him,” Mirza volunteered. 


“Thank you Mirza. Other than that, I have nothing to report.” 


“Thank you, Carlisle,” Lada said. ““We’re discussing sending the mage to sleep with Mirza 
for the night, to help calm him down. We’ll be back to usual affairs afterward. He’ll be back 
with Khalida and myself tomorrow.” 


The group thought on this, seeming to have the same thought on their minds and words on 
their lips. 


It was Mirza who broke their shared silence. “That feels...particularly burdensome, Lada, not 
just to your relationship, but just as two people. You both give all your days to this pack, the 
least we can give back is some of your nights.” 


“We can all take turns watching him at night, during the day as well if needed. You two don’t 
need to shoulder this burden alone. We’re a pack,” Carlisle said supportively. 


“And Dmitri?” Khalida asked. “Do you want to be a part of this arrangement as well? You’re 
under no obligation to accept, and you’ll remain one of our greatest and trusted friends no 
matter what you say.” 


“T think,” Dmitri began, “that I need time to think about it. I think that I’d like to say yes, but 
not yet. I need some time to myself, time away from him . Time to think.” 


“We understand entirely, Dima. You’re under no obligation to take him, even for a minute. 
You are fully entitled to space to heal,” Lada promised. “You are some of our most trusted 
packmates, and we’ll need to repeat it for our parents, but we’ll do a demonstration on the 
collar controller now so that any of you can take him later. Mirza will have seen it twice 
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now. 


Khalida produced the remote from Lada’s coat pocket. 


The mage, who had been nonreactive to the entire conversation, reacted to the presence of the 
remote. He reached towards his neck protectively. 


Dmitri touched the mage’s bicep. It was the odd space between comforting and confining. It 
said ““we’re not about to hurt you;” it said “if you run away we will.” 


In an alarming display, the mage nuzzled his face into Dmitri’s hand. 


Dima yanked back in alarm and looked at the mage with horror. He struggled to keep calm as 
he addressed the mage. “Do not do that. Keep hold of yourself,” he couldn’t keep the shake 
out of his voice. 


The mage went ghostly white, as though he were about to be violently ill. 


“I’m sorry,” he said in their language. “/’m sorry I didn t mean to. I thought that was what 
you wanted. I’m sorry. I'll be good.” 


Lada approached the frightened mage, gesturing firmly with her pointer finger. “Do not touch 
us, mage. Look at me, focus mage, do not touch anyone here. No touching anyone here.” 


“T’m sorry. Mage do not touch Dmitri, not touch Lada, not touch Khalida, not touch Mirza, 
not touch Doctor, um Doctor Carlisle? But please um... please you do not touch mage 
either.” 


Surprised by the mage’s request, Lada looked back to her wife for reassurance. “Within 
reason, mage. I won’t make promises, but we’ll try to honor your request, within reason.” 
Lada looked back at Khalida again. “I’m going to take him to Mirza’s room now. I think the 
demonstration will only distress him more, and we really don’t need anymore of...whatever 
that was.” She reached towards the mage, then thought better of it. “Let’s go mage. Come 
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on. 


He followed her without incident. 
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Mirza’s night was certainly unusual. Sitting through the magical control collar remote 
demonstration a second time did not make it any more usual either. 


When the part about not allowing the mage access to “spells that weren’t real spells” came up 
again, Mirza was still as confused by it as she was the first time. 


“Hold on Lada, what spells aren’t real spells?” 


“Honestly, I’m not even sure. That’s how Elli explained it to me when they brought it to me 
from Throlden. I didn’t ask more because I didn’t think it would be relevant. Obviously, it is 
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now. 


“T’ll have to ask Elli then, they’Il probably know.” 


“Don’t worry about it Mirza, Khalida and I can do it, considering it was our decision to bring 
him into our lives. For now, just try not to allow him to have access to any magic.” Lada 
gestured to the remote again. “Before you all go, there’s a few more controls with the remote 
you need to know.” Lada imitated squeezing down on the remote with an open hand. 


“Woah hey, what does that do?” Mirza asked in alarm. 


“Calm down, M; it doesn’t hurt him. It’s an emergency failsafe. If you accidentally let 
undirected magic through, you can squeeze the device, and that will lock down all his magic 
so he can’t use it. It is also good for a scenario where he physically runs away. It will cause 
all his muscles to lock up too.” 


“Are you telling me it will paralyze him?” 


“Only for as long as it takes you to properly restrain him. It responds to your touch and 
pressure, so when you release the pressure, it releases him. I’m sure even our resident nurse 
won’t be able to object, will you Carlisle?” 


“Actually I can. That definitely doesn’t sound safe to use in any prolonged manner—” 


“But for only a few minutes—” Lada interjected. 


“But for only a few seconds it might be fine,” Carlisle finished his own sentence. “It will still 
cause him distress. I would ask that if you only use it in a situation you are absolutely sure is 
an emergency. Even if he were to try and run away, I would suggest you try and catch him 
physically if at all possible before using the device.” 


“Carlisle, I respect your medical opinion...but why would we...why would we put 
significant care into his lack of distress? I mean he is a hunter; we’re trying to be humane, but 
he’s still our enemy, essentially.” 


Carlisle took a deep breath. “Well, we don’t know how thorough the paralysis caused by this 
device is. We don’t know if it can affect his heart, lungs, and other vital organs. We don’t 
know if it can have long term effects that may not wear off right away. Additionally, we don’t 
know if he’ll be able to speak while under the effects, so if something does go wrong and he’s 
in pain, he may not be able to express that to us.” 


“Alright,” Lada agreed, “that’s all very well reasoned. Thank you, Carlisle.” 


“Okay Lada,” Mirza said, “is there anything else, or am I good to go home?” 


“That’s it,’ Lada promised, pressing the controller into Mirza’s hand. 


When Mirza returned to her family den, Khalida had a fire going in the small neglected 
hearth and the mage sitting on the floor, tied to the foot of her bed. He looked pathetic and 
small beneath his blanket, helpless as any child. 


In another life, she thought, he could have been born a werewolf child, maybe even one of my 
own. How did he end up so hateful, yet look so harmless? 


It was hard to imagine the bundled up young man sitting on her den floor as having hurt 
anyone. 


But he had. She couldn’t allow herself to forget that he had. 


“T didn’t realize you only had one bed,” Khalida opened. 


“The kids and I like co-sleeping,” Mirza replied. 


“But I didn’t realize you only had one bed.” 


“The day one of the kids asks for their own bed is the day they get their own bed, but we like 
co-sleeping; it’s comforting. Anyways, it means we have extra space for the kids to play. In 
the rainy season, where I don’t always want them playing outside, it makes a difference—” 


“Mirza,” Khalida interrupted her, “you don’t have to defend your parenting to me. I’m not 
judging you. It’s just...I know how gentle you can be; please don’t sleep on the floor so the 
hunter can have your bed.” 


“T have more self respect than that. I don’t plan to mistreat him, but I’m not sleeping below a 
hunter, reinforcing his belief that he’s above me. And I’m not sleeping at the foot of his bed 
like a dog.” 


“Too bad you don’t have a dog,” Khalida commented, “you could make him sleep in its bed.” 


Mirza didn’t smile. “Don’t be vindictive, Khalida. Just...”” Mirza looked frustrated. “Just wait 
for me to grab the socks, then tie him up to the foot of the wardrobe. He won’t be strong 
enough to pull it down, not with how he struggled with the buckets and the tub today.” 


“You saw that then?” 


“Who didn’t?” Mirza replied while retrieving her socks from the wardrobe. 


“Fair enough.” Khalida began to unknot the ropes tying the mage to the foot of her bed. “You 
sure you don’t want him here?” 


“T don’t want a hunter anywhere near my bed.” 


Khalida finished unknotting the ropes tying the mage to the bed, then commanded the mage 
to, “Get up.” 


With Khalida leading, they crossed the room until they stopped at the wardrobe. “Sit down, 
mage.” He didn’t move right away, so Khalida pointed at the floor. The mage seemed to 
understand, and knelt complaisantly. Khalida then began refastening the ropes to keep him 


restrained to the wardrobe. “For the record,” Khalida said while she worked, “I’m not proud 
of my display with the tub this afternoon. 


“I’m the pack second, I should have more decorum than to shout at a cowering prisoner in 
front of my pack. Lada is right about the mage. We should either kill him or treat him like a 
person, and since we didn’t kill him, we’ll have to be humane. He’s still our captive, but I 
don’t have to go making him piss himself with fear every day.” 


“Tt would take a stronger man than him to face you, Khalida. And you’ re right, you can’t 
light into someone who can’t fight back. That’s what makes us different from them. They’d 
torture the prisoner in the cage, but we’ll be making sure he doesn’t get hypothermia.” 


“Right, the socks. Do you want my help getting his boots off?” 


“No,” Mirza said wisely, “best not to overwhelm him.” 


“Alright then, if you don’t need anything else, I’ll take my leave.” 


“Goodnight, Khalida.” 


“Goodnight, Mirza.” 


Khalida left the room, gently shutting the door behind her. 


Mirza approached the prisoner and squatted in front of him. Kneeling as he was, he looked 
unexpectedly servile and submissive. 


Kneeling as he was, Mirza couldn’t get at his feet. 


She pointed at her booted foot to encourage the mage to remove his boots and socks himself, 
without her having to do it. Instead, he opened his mouth and showed his tongue. 


“What?” Mirza laughed, his misinterpretation was so ridiculous. 


She pointed to her boots again, then at him. 


He stared blankly at her. 


“This would be so much easier if you could only understand me. Aren’t your feet cold in 
your wet socks, mage?” 


Mirza took a pause. 


“Now there’s an idea.” 


She produced the controller from her coat pocket. 


The mage scrunched his neck up into his shoulders like a child playing a game. The skin 
bulged around the thick leather of his collar. 


She used a single finger to allow him a sliver of magic. 


“Use your magic to understand our language. Speak Garouan.” 


Nothing happened. 


“Mage?” 


He still didn’t answer her. 


She reached to inspect his collar. She was concerned that perhaps it was too tight, and that 
was why he didn’t answer. 


“No!” he exclaimed, rejecting her touch. 


“It worked? Mage, speak to me! Take off your boots.” 


I 


“T’m sorry. Please don t hurt me.’ 


“Fuck. Was that a fake spell? Did I just give you magic?” 


“Please don t hurt me again. I’m very grateful you let me heal myself but please dont give 
me more wounds to heal.” 


Mirza stood up and put her hands on her head. “Fuck.” She sat on her bed and stared at the 
wall. Several times she stole a guilty glance at the prisoner. Each time she did, he was staring 
at her. 


She sat and processed for what must have been ten or fifteen minutes, just considering the 
ramifications of her actions. 


She thought of her pups, playing games with each other, with Rowan. They’d play, and when 
something happened that they didn’t like, they would shout “Redo! Redo!” 


She wished she could shout “Redo!” The mage might have used his powers covertly, in a way 
to harm the pack. What if I think I’m fine, but he put a blood clot in my body that’s going to 
cause a stroke? What if I think I’m me, but really now I’m possessed? And regardless of that, 
she’d have to tell Lada and Khalida what she’d done. She’d have to admit she did the one 
thing they’d told her not to do. 


She understood how Khalida could feel so frustrated that she’d shout at the mage in front of 
Garou and everyone, but she couldn’t do that. She made this mistake, and though the mage 
had made plenty of his own, she wouldn’t punish him for hers. 


She got off her bed, sighing, and approached the mage once again. 


“T still need your boots mage.” 


She knelt in front of the mage. 


“T guess there really is no point in trying to make you understand me.” She sighed. “Oh 
well.” 


Without any more fanfare, she simply grabbed his left foot out from where he sat on it and 
started untying the boot. With his arms bound, he couldn’t push her away, and in his partial 
kneeling position, it was not opportune for him to kick her. She was able to remove both his 
boots and socks. 


She got up and the mage whimpered, trying to pull his feet back into his blanket. Their 
kerfuffle had caused the blanket to fall off of him, and with his hands restrained behind his 
back, he couldn’t recover himself. 


He looked rather pathetic with his bunched up blanket and his wan skin. 


He was, in her mind, like an animal. Having motivations of his own, but being used to serve 
the motivations of his masters, yet still with the potential to act out. It didn’t do well to 


torture an animal. It couldn’t even understand what it had done wrong. Maybe it was because 
he didn’t speak their language well enough to say anything insulting, maybe it was because 
he spoke so little at all except for when he was whimpering like a dog, but it was difficult to 
see the hunter as a dangerous man and not as a frightened animal. And it wasn’t right to 
torment a frightened animal. 


The mage had tried to bring his feet in close to his body again, but Mirza would need them 
again for the socks. She sat down in front of the mage. Rather than forcing his feet from his 
body again, rather than make him feel afraid again, she simply showed him the socks. 


He looked at them, and at her, with recognition and longing. 


“Socks,” she said aloud. “These are socks.” She shook them a little. “Say socks.” 


The mage brought his brows together as though confused. 


“Socks,” she said again. 


“Socks,” he whispered. 


She lightly tapped his left foot. 


“Foot,” she said. 


“Foot,” he repeated. 


She grabbed both feet. 


“Feet.” 


“Feet.” 


“Give me your feet, mage.” 


He reluctantly stuck out his feet. 


Mirza used the opportunity to put the socks on his feet. She was gentle, and he didn’t resist. 
You could get a lot from someone if you were just gentle. 


Starting with her coat, Mirza began to undress. She took care to remove the controller from 
the coat pocket, placing it on her bedside table. 


“Normally in the winter, the pups and I sleep in the central room with the big hearth; we 
don’t use this one very often. It’s not worth going through the hassle of chopping the wood 
when we could just sleep communally. And anyways we usually sleep in our shifts as well. 


“All this to say, not that you can understand what I say, I don’t know how cold this room will 
get tonight, so I want you to have this while you sleep.” 


She settled her warm coat over the mage’s body and his blanket before unwinding her long 
woolen scarf from her neck. 


“T’m going to finish undressing, and I’m certainly not going to let some nasty hunter peek at 
me.” She tied the scarf over the mage’s eyes. 


With him unable to look, Mirza felt more comfortable to undress fully, before shifting into 
her wolf form, and leaping into bed. 


She’d have preferred to sleep on the rug closer to the hearth, but keeping in mind what she’d 
said to Khalida about power and being above the mage, she stayed in her own bed. 
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What Jaime needs to learn to say in Garouan: Please help me! I was kidnapped, 
enslaved, tortured, and raped and I need to get home to my sister 
What Mirza is teaching him to say: Socks 


Also have a joke courtesy of Reddit user u/Glueyfeathers 


I'll see you all January 23rd! Next chapter may be more graphic than usual. I'm planning 
a chapter set at the end of Jaime's captivity from the hunters. 


Chapter 7 


Chapter Summary 


Jaime recalls elements of his captivity. (Word count: 881) 


Chapter Notes 


Warnings for graphic violence, victim blaming, organ failure, and sexual abuse. 


By the way, I only finished writing this chapter at 10:30 PM on 1/23 (my scheduled 
posting day), so I didn't have time to send it to my beta reader. In PST (my time zone) I 
was not late, although I realize I may have disappointed those of you in later time zones, 
and for that I am sorry. I know I got a lot of people used to 6:00 AM updates, and trust 
that I feel really guilty that I posted so late in the day without beta reading. I had a busy 
day, so I really didn't get to finishing up the chapter until like 9:00 PM. 


Because this didn't make it to my beta reader, I'm sure there are mistakes. You should 
point those out in the comments so I can fix them. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


When Jaime was first taken captive by Eskender, he hadn't been asked to enchant the cages 
that held the werewolves; they’d already been enchanted by the mage who came before. A 
few months in, he’d been forced to redo the enchantments, which were wearing off. By the 
end of the next year, the powerful magic had degraded the material so much the cages had 

crumbled and necessitated a reconstruction. 


Rather than try to drag around large steel cages when the encampment of hunters moved 
north, new ones had been built, and Jaime had been made to enchant them. Eskender insisted 
the enchantments be “stronger and more magical than ever”. 


But the flame that burns twice as bright burns half as long. 


A magical material stands up to the strain of holding an enchantment longer than a non- 
magical one, but even that would eventually degrade and fall apart. Holding magic was to be 
constantly damaged, even for the mage. The mage can, more or less, repair himself; the 
enchanted item has no such defenses. 


More than anyone, Eskender should have known that, being a peddler of wolfskin, marketed 
for its resistance to magical decay, but it seemed in his arrogance he’d forgotten. 


The new “stronger than ever’ cages had only made it a few months. 

The wolves escaped. 

Hunters went after them, but none were caught. 

Instead of running while he had the chance, Eskender had Jaime punished. Brutally. 


He’d been tied to the bars of the decayed cages by his wrists, back facing out, and beaten 
with a cane so forcefully that the eaten away metal bars collapsed from the impact, even 

through his body. Even while Jaime lay unresisting in the corrupted metal, Eskender had 
Bertilo beat him. 


During the beating, Jaime had lost control of his bladder. His pain made him beyond caring, 
but Eskender made Bertilo stop, as it was the first time, even under horrifically painful 
tortures and the many times he’d lost consciousness, that Jaime had wet himself. 


Snow melted in a puddle around Jaime’s pelvis. Eskender shouted at Bertilo. Jaime heard a 
slap. Someone picked him up. He released a noise between a wail and a groan. The noise was 
involuntary. Jaime was no longer in his body. 


Bertilo’s beating had ruptured his kidneys. 
Eskender was frantic, he couldn’t lose his— 
He couldn’t lose whatever Jaime was to him. 


Eskender dragged him away. It wasn’t as hard as it should be. Even though the hunters made 
him eat even when he wasn’t hungry for the sake of his magical reserves, he wasn’t heavy, he 
was short, he’d gone underfed his whole life up until his kidnapping by the hunters, he’d 
never compensated for his hungry childhood. He wasn’t bulked up. Most of those extra 
calories went straight to magical production. 


Eskender dumped him on the floor outside of his tent. 
“What’s wrong with you, Jaime?” he’d asked. 
He used a knife to cut the remaining tatters of Jaime’s shirt off. 


“Oh dear boy, what have you done to yourself? You’re so torn up, I can’t even tell what’s 
wrong.” 


He pressed on Jaime’s wounds. 
Jaime moaned brokenly. 
“Ts it internal damage? Can you fix it?” 


Eskender pushed more. 


““Skender, stop. Please stop.” 
“Use your magic to heal yourself,” Eskender demanded, releasing a strong flow of magic. 


Jaime pushed the energy into his ruptured organs, then his broken bones. It took everything 
he had. There was no more to give to repairing the bruising, the gashes, the tearing. 


“Did you fix it?” 
“Yes,” Jaime said weakly. “Thank you for letting me heal myself, Eskender.” 


Eskender gently stroked Jaime’s open cane wounds, as though they were beautiful, lovingly 
inflicted. “If you hadn't let those beasts escape, if you just obeyed, we wouldn’t have to beat 
you so." 


He walked away, leaving Jaime adrift in his pain. 
Cold water was poured over him. 


“You’re not sleeping in my bed covered in piss.”” Eskender insisted, retrieving one of his 
sturdy fur blankets from a trunk near his bed, one of the ones he never let Jaime touch unless 
he was being fucked on it. 


He dried Jaime off with the blanket. “You aren’t sleeping in my bed covered in water either.” 


When he finished drying Jaime, he carried him into the tent and threw him onto the bed, 
leaving the extra blanket on the floor outside. 


Jaime screamed from the pain of impact. 

Eskender rolled him over onto his back, so that he faced upwards. 
Jaime looked him in the eyes. 

“T didn’t let them go. You know I didn’t.” 

Eskender stared at him, thoughtful. 


“By nightfall tomorrow, you and I will be dead. Do you understand that? Tomorrow, or 
tonight, we will be killed by the beasts. It won’t matter to them whether you loved me or 
hated me, wanted to kill them or didn’t. You helped us kill wolves. You chose to save your 
skin, you chose yourself over them. They know you’re guilty. You know you’re guilty. 


“T figure tonight we’ll fuck hard; it is the last night of our lives.” Eskender kissed Jaime. 
“Eskender please. I don’t want to.” 
Eskender flipped him over onto his belly. 


“You know that doesn’t matter to me.” 


Long after Eskender had finished and fallen asleep, Jaime heard nearby howls. 
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The morning after his first night with Mirza, she took him with her to the crafter’s cabin. 


“Alfie,” she asked, “do you mind if I use some of your paints to teach the mage colors? I 
won’t use any; I just want to show him the jars.” 


He thought about this for a moment while chewing on a mouthful of carrot. 


“Sure I don’t mind. Y’know he came in here with Khalida yesterday and mended torn 
leathers, furs, and canvas. Maybe you could also teach him how to say crafting words, so 
next time he works here, it's faster.” 


“That’s a good idea, Alfie, thank you.” 


Mirza sat with the mage for a time showing him various jars of paint and naming them. After 
several attempts, he started repeating the names to her. 


“Good boy,” she said, after they’d made it through all the jars for the fifth time. “You learn 
fast.” She stood up. “Mage, what color is this?” she asked, holding up one of Alfie’s carrots. 


“Orange.” 


“And this?” she said in reference to her coat. 


“Brown.” 

“Brown coat,” she said. “Orange carrot, red paint, blue paint, yellow paint, black paint, 
orange paint, white paint, brown paint, green paint, pink paint, purple paint.” Each object and 
color named was punctuated with a gesture in the direction of the object to which it referred. 
“White canvas, black fur, brown leather. 

”Say those ones back to me.” She pointed again. 


“White canvas, black fur, brown leather,” he obediently answered. 


“Good boy, good mage. You did well, but it’s breakfast time now. It’s time to eat. Are you 
hungry?” 


“Eat? Eat carrots?” 


“No, no,” she laughed, “not the carrots. Eat breakfast. In the longhouse. Get up.” 


“Mommy!” Mira and Risto cried joyfully when reunited with their mother at breakfast. 
“My babies!” she exclaimed while pressing them into a hug. 


She was so blessed to have her children. At least for now, her slip up with the mage didn’t 
seem to have caused any harm. 


She needed to be attentive to her children. She passed the mage and his controller off to Elli. 
If anyone could understand him, another mage was likely to be that person. 


Mirza tried to focus on her children, but it was difficult to ignore the way the mage tore up 
his biscuit into tiny pieces before eating it. She couldn’t tell if he hated their food and was 
avoiding eating, or if he was trying to make the meal last longer because he didn’t know if 
they’d give him another. He’d learn soon enough that even a lowly servant prisoner would be 
fed regular meals if they belonged to the Hearthstone Pack. 


“Mommy?” Mira said, interrupting her thoughts. 
“Yes, baby.” 
“Ts that man a real bad man? Dima said he’s a real bad man.” 


Why is it the nature of children that they ask you the questions you’re asking yourself? Mirza 
wondered, not knowing how to answer her daughter’s question. 


She decided to err on the side of caution. “Yes honey, he’s real bad. I know you’re probably 
curious about him now, because I’ve told you that he’s dangerous, but I need you to stay 
away from him unless you’re with another adult. I don’t want you, or your brother, to be 
alone with him.” 


“I’m not curious!” Risto said indignantly. “But I want to hurt hurt him because he hurt Uncle 
Dmitri.” 


That does seem to be a popular opinion. 
Mirza rubbed her temples. “You can’t do that honey.” 


Risto pouted. “I could. I could fight him and win. I’m tough and he hasn’t got anything now 
that he’s not with his hunter pack and his magic. I could definitely win.” 


“Yeah and we could fight him together and then we could really beat him up. And Rowan and 
our other friends could help,” Mira piped up. 


“Sure honey, why don’t you and your brother hold his arms and legs while Rowan kicks his 
head and Milly punches him in the belly? And if he cries you can laugh at him and call him 
names.” 


The children seemed shamed at her insincere suggestion. 

“That’s not who we are as a pack. That’s not who I raised you to be.” 
“Yes Mommy,” Risto said apolgetically. 

“We’re sorry, Mommy. We’ll be nice to him.” Mira agreed mischiefously. 


“Now I know I just told you not be alone with him. So I better not hear or see you trying to 
‘be nice to him.’ Even if there’s another adult, I still don’t want you to go out of your way to 
be sweet and make him feel welcome. He’s still a bad man. Don’t go becoming his friends; 
just treat him decently, like you would another shifter.” 


“Okay, Mommy.” 
Mira crawled into her lap with Risto quickly following. 


Watching the mage tear his food into tiny pieces before eating slowly, Mirza felt so grateful 
that she could be the mother of her children. She could scarcely imagine what parental 
misguidance or absence it must take to make a monster like the mage who sat before her. 
Seeing how he ate more like a mouse than a monster or even than a man, she was reminded 
that of course, he was still some mother’s son. 


Is she still out there waiting for her little soldier to come home from his war against 
innoncence? How heartbroken she must be over the shape her little boy’s life has taken. 
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It was Carlisle’s turn to supervise the mage after breakfast while Elli, Mirza, Lada and 


Khalida met for some kind of discussion, the contents of which he was not privy to. 


The mage was once again sat on a cot in the pack hospital, the same one he sat upon the night 
before. 


“T have something for you, mage,” Carlisle told him. “Look, this is yours.” Carlisle held out 
the prisoner’s spotted tan coat, now clean from mud and dried carefully over a fire. 


The mage looked at Carlisle with eyes as big as dinner plates. “You give me this coat?” 


“Yes. It is yours. I’m returning it.” 


“T’ll be give you for it?” 


Carlisle thought about the meaning of the mage’s question quietly. 


“Are you asking me if you belong to me now?” 


The mage looked at him. 


Carlisle sighed. “You don’t belong to me. If you take your coat back, you still won’t belong 
to me.” 


The mage continued to appear confused. 


Carlisle pressed the coat into his hands. 


“I’m not your master, mage.” 


“T’ll be outside? White, no warm.” 


Carlisle had to think about this answer as well. The mage did have a tendency to ask him 
confusing questions, and he wasn’t sure that they all stemmed from lack of knowledge in 
their language. He got the feeling that the mage had totally different concerns on his mind 
than a hunter ought to. 


Where are the insults? The name-calling? If not in words than in tone. We must really have 
him cowed. 


“You will be outside sometimes. Not all the time. White no warm is called snow.” 


The mage looked at him once again in concerned non-recognition. 


“This is going nowhere,” Carlisle sighed. 


He turned to his counter and lifted up a small notebook, the unbleached pages bound in 
thread. He passed it and a black marker over to the mage. 


“Here. I want you to have this. I think you’II learn Garouan faster if you can try taking 
notes.” 


The mage held the notebook, but didn’t do anything with it. 


“Go ahead and open it.” 


After uncomfortably watching the mage hold the book as though he was scared it would bite 
him, Carlisle took it out of his hands. 


“Open,” Carlisle said, demonstrating with the notebook. “Closed,” he said after shutting it. 
“Open. Close. Open. Close. Open. Close.” He repeated the action many times before handing 
the book back to the mage. 


Finally understanding, the mage opened the book. 


“Now I want you to write all the words you’ve learned in our language. Write them in our 
language, and in yours. You can reference this later. It’Il be your legend.” 


The mage tremblingly uncapped the marker and wrote on the first page of his notebook. He 
turned the page to face Carlisle. It read: 


Jaime 


“Jamie? Is that your name? Jamie?” 


The mage looked down into his lap. He seemed dejected. 


“Ts that not your name? How do you pronounce your name, mage?” 


For the umpteenth time during their conversation, the mage remained silent. No matter what 
his partners said, Carlisle did not have the patience of a saint, and at this, even he began to 
feel frustrated. 


“Just say your name, mage.” he demanded. “Say your name.” 


“Jaime,” the mage mumbled. 


“Say it louder, please.” 


“Jaime,” the mage said at the same, very low volume. 


“Hi-May? Are you saying Jaime?” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“Thank you for teaching me to say your name, mage. You’ve been a good student. I’m happy 
with you. I’m Carlisle. I’m a nurse. Say nurse.” 


“Nurse.” 


“T make hurt and sick people well again, and when I can’t, I make them comfortable. I do it 
for everyone. I’d do it for you—even—if you were sick or in pain. It’s part of our ethics, as 
healers. Darius and Ash are the same. Even someone really bad—someone like you I 
suppose, a hunter—I’d heal him if he were my patient. 


“Let me see your notebook again, mage.” 


The mage extended the notebook and pen back out to Carlisle, who turned around to lay the 
notebook on the counter. He quickly drew an outline of a male human form for Jaime. He 
didn’t censor the genitals; the mage would need to know what to call them. He drew a second 
one showing a person from behind on the next page. On another page, he drew a face, so that 
the words eyes, mouth, and nose could be explained separately. The parts of the mouth got 
their own page beyond that. Lips, tongue, teeth. He used two pages to show an arm and leg. 
Shoulder, bicep, elbow, forearm, wrist, hand. Pelvis, thigh, knee, shin, ankle, foot. 


He gave the notebook back to the mage. 


“Write these down, mage. Go in order by the sections.” 


Slowly, Carlisle pointed to areas on his own body and named them, pausing to repeat himself 
and to give the mage time to write the names. He spared no detail; the mage needed to know 
how to describe his own body. It was medically important. He didn’t like the idea of anyone, 
even a hunter, not being able to say where the pain was, not being able to describe being 
touched on any given part of his body. 
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“Mirza, are you okay? Tell us what’s going on,” Lada said empathetically. 


“Lada...I messed up. With the mage. I didn’t mean to do this, but I accidentally gave the 
mage access to some of his magic.” 


Lada schooled her features and breathed deeply. Elli, on the other hand, looked shocked. 


“When and how did this happen?” Lada asked. It was the second night, when he slept in my 
room, I thought maybe he could use magic to speak Garouan, but it didn’t work. I wasn’t sure 
what I did wrong. I guess there isn’t a spell for that.” 


“There isn’t,” Elli added. “The mage has to be able to conceptualize what the spell will do. 
He can’t translate his language into Garouan if he doesn’t know Garouan. 


“Mirza,” Khalida redirected, “what did he do with it? What did he do with the magic?” 


“Here’s the thing, as far as I know, he didn’t do anything. But he started apologizing to me, 
and then he started speaking in his language.” 


“Was he speaking in his language, or was he saying spell words?” Khalida asked. 


“Well, I don’t know. It sounded like a sentence, but I suppose it could have been spell 
words.” 


“Do you think you’d be able to repeat what he said?” Lada asked gently. 


“I’m sorry, I don’t remember.” 


“Damn. Perhaps we could try asking him what he cast. Elli, you speak to the humans in the 
settlement nearby. Do you think you could try speaking to the hunter?” Lada requested. 


“T can try to,” Elli conceded, but I haven’t understood anything he’s said thus far. At least not 
from the bathtub incident.” Khalida winced, but Elli kept going. “The humans I trade with 
call their language Bito. It is possible that being from the south, he speaks a different 
language, but perhaps he understands some.” 


“Ts there a way that you can see what spells he cast recently, Elli?” Khalida asked. 


“No. The closest I can come to that is to check his magical reserves to see how much mana 
he has left. But even that is iffy. He may regenerate mana very quickly, and thus have full 
reserves even if he cast or have unusually large reserves so even if he did cast, it could feel 
like he has a lot of mana left. He could be empty from the magical tasks we’ve been having 
him do for us, and look as though he cast when he shouldn’t have, but really he’s just drained 
the reserves.” 


“So we have no way of knowing how badly I fucked up?” Mirza asked. 


“Not necessarily, I'll walk our territory and see if any harmful magics have been released. I 
can try detecting harmful magics on the mage, but I’m unlikely to get conclusive results. 
Everything will be thrown off by the collar, as it is technically a harmful enchantment.” 


“Elli, if you would do that with us, we would be very appreciative. You can start by 
accompanying Mirza to her room, and checking there for harmful magic. From there, you and 
Dmitri can walk the territory and check for harmful magic. The buddy system is very 
important, and it will be good for him to get out and have some fresh air.” Lada said. 


“What would you like me to do, Alpha?” Mirza asked deferentially. 


“Mirza, be with your children. You’ve done enough for us already.” 


Pain showed clearly on Mirza’s face in reaction to Lada’s words. 


“I’m sorry. I meant by watching him. We’ll discuss your mistake privately. You’re still a 
valued member of the pack. I’m sorry.” 


Lada’s attempt at an apology did little to dissipate the awkwardness. 


“We'll go see Carlisle and the mage,” Khalida announced. “We’ll try to intuit what he’s done 
through a conversation. We can also use it as an opportunity to gauge his familiarity with our 
language.” 


“Thank you for your help Elli,” Lada concluded. “Mirza, thank you for your honesty." 
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Jaime sat labeling his anatomy drawings in his notebook. He wasn’t doing it happily, but he 
felt more or less content. No one was hurting him right now. 


Carlisle was patiently explaining the names of different body parts in his language. Jaime 
wrote them down. He was sure the spelling was wrong, but he was writing it with Reivyan 
phonetics. He hoped they wouldn’t take away the notebook and punish him for his spelling. 
Even taking it away to correct the spelling would be too hurtful. He wouldn’t remember how 
to pronounce the words if they weren’t written in Reivyan phonetics and he was sure he’d be 
punished for the mispronunciations. Asking him to learn their language was already so much, 
he needed to at least be able to learn it in his own way. He figured the punishment for not 
learning to speak would be better than not learning to read. Perhaps he could even convince 
the wolves that keeping him ignorant of how to read or write in their language was even 
better; it meant he wouldn’t be able to spy on anyone’s notes. 


He had to remind himself that he’d deserve any punishment they saw fit, even if it seemed 
unfair. Learning a new language was very difficult, but he’d run out his goodwill and 
potential for forgiveness after the first murder. 


The diagram labeling was interrupted by the entrance of Khalida, the alpha, and another 
person he hadn't dealt with yet, but had seen around. They were shorter than the alpha and 


her second, but significantly taller than Carlisle, who was easily the shortest adult he had 
seen, even growing up in a community without enough food or medicine. 


“What have you got him doing here Carlisle?” The alpha said. 


“Hes labeling a drawing of the human body,” Carlisle replied. “Hes going to need to know 
these things sooner or later, and I'd rather it be sooner rather than wait until he gets an 
injury he doesn t know how to describe.” 


“So you’re letting him write down whatever he wants in a language you don t understand?” 
Jaime couldn’t understand the alpha’s words, but he could tell she was frustrated. 


“No. He writing the names of body parts. It’s purely for medical self-advocacy.” 


“Carlisle, I love that you have a good heart and you want to make sure he can get medical 
treatment, but you have no way of knowing that he’s writing what you want him to, and not 
writing a plan to kill us or writing down runes and spell words to activate with his magic.” 


“‘T’m sure he’s not misusing his notebook. Just look at his notes if you don t believe me. Or 
listen to him tell you the names of body parts.”’ Carlisle patted his chest. “Mage, whats 
this?” 


“Chest,” Jaime whispered nervously. 


“And this?” 


“Head...hair?” 


I 


“See Lada, he’s just making anatomy notes.’ 


The alpha sighed in frustration. “ Give me the notebook, mage,’ she demanded, extending her 
hand. 


Jaime had learned his lesson with his coat. Don’t be possessive over your items because 
they’ll be taken from you anyways. The masters have good reasons when they want your 
things. They’ll be given back in better condition. The alpha is probably just frustrated that 
Nurse is teaching him body parts and not teaching him the names of the common tasks he can 
be doing for the pack. She’Il probably give the notebook back once she draws things like 
peeling and chopping vegetables, sweeping and mopping, casting spells, fellatio and 
cunnilingus, and gathering herbs. 


He hopes he’d be allowed to gather herbs and potion ingredients here. With the hunters, 
gathering was one of the few times he could be alone with no one breathing down his neck or 
beating him or raping him or making him kill. If he could be one thing forever, he’d want to 
be alone, because alone he was safe and no one would hurt him. Although he did want to be 
with Shamira. He’d like to be alone with Shamira and safe. If she was alive. 


He shut the notebook and handed it back. 


The alpha opened it to the first page. “What's this?” she demanded of Nurse. 


“T believe it’s his name, Lada.” 


“Jamie?” 


“Uh, I believe it’s Jaime.” 


The alpha sighed, still turning the pages in his notebook. 


“What's this P” she demanded again in an alarmed tone. 


“Its a wrist.” 


“T know that much. What's that he’s written under it?”’ 


“Wrist?” The nurse said in poorly pronounced Reivyan. 


I 


“The squiggly line. It's a rune. You’re letting him draw runes right in front of you, Car.’ 


“T’m sure it’s not a rune,” Nurse said nervously. 


“May I see?” said the stranger. 


“Of course,” the alpha said, passing the notebook along to the stranger. 


Jaime felt uncomfortable watching his notebook handed off to so many others. He 
desperately wanted to keep it; it felt like his best gateway to learning their language and 
reducing the punishments he’d have to take. 


The stranger ran their fingers over his shaky script and the nurse’s careful drawings. “There's 
no magic embedded in this. If it’s runes, they’re not any I’ve seen before. I think it’s an accent 
mark. The humans in the northern settlement use them. This one isn t one I’ve seen, but I 
could see this language being like theirs. It looks like ‘human’ is a cognate between our 
language and his and Bito, which is what the northern humans speak. 


“Mage, what is this?” 


“Tt’s a tilde.” 


“Tilde?” 


“Accent mark.” 


“Accent mark.” 


“Yes yes. ” 


“He says its just an accent mark. I think he’s being honest.” 


“Okay, thank you Elli.” The alpha squeezed their shoulder. 


I 


“T’'ll check for magic in him now.’ 


The stranger shut their eyes, seemingly in concentration. Jaime could feel the pressure of 
their magical energy around him. It settled around his neck where the collar was. 


He stared at them in fear, hoping they wouldn’t use their magic to strangle or suffocate him. 
He silently begged any spirits listening that she not find his secret controller hidden under the 
mattress. They furrowed their brow. 


“Damn, I cant sense anything past the control collar. Diana made it really strong. I know 
you're worried about him slipping in a spell when Mirza...lapsed, but this collar is like a 
sieve. He’s barely getting any magic through it even when given access, it’s pretty limited. I 
think we ’re going to be okay, so long as we’re more careful from now on.” 


“Mirza ’s lapse?” The nurse questioned. 


The other mage laughed nervously. “So it’s kind of a funny story...” 
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Jaime gets put in a cell. (670 words) 


Meeting the other mage was something between terror and relief. This mage wasn’t enslaved, 
that much was clear. They didn’t wear a collar, and although they could have perhaps had a 
different power-controlling garment on, Jaime was sure that wasn’t the case. They deferred to 
the alpha, but they weren’t afraid of her. If they were coerced or forced, they hid it very well, 
and for seemingly no reason. The opinion of one so lowly as Jaime should have no bearing 
on anyone in the wolf pack. 


He’d been instructed to help, mostly through pantomime, to help remove furniture from an 
upstairs room. Inside were three bassinets, six chairs, a desk, and a very small bedframe with 
no mattress. Two of the bassinets remained where they had been, underneath the desk, but the 
third, which didn’t fit, was carried away by Jaime alongside half of the chairs. He and 
Khalida brought them to a barn where they were loaded into a cart. The other chairs were 
rearranged to take up less space in the room. One was placed on top of the desk, and two 
were laid on the empty bedframe. 


Jaime and Khalida stood in the room and watched while the crafter who’d let Mirza borrow 
his paint boarded up the window. 


After that, the man installed a bar on the door to prevent it from opening outwards when 
lowered. As Khalida had forced Jaime to test, outwards was the only way that the door 
opened. He understood that the storage room had become his cell. 


It was only once he was locked inside, his coat, boots, notebook, and marker—but notably 
not his remote, still hidden safely under the mattress of the medical cot—with him, that he 
realized the room was still a storage space. The room was a place where unwanted things 
were kept, and none were so unwanted as him. 


With no comfort objects other than his jacket, Jaime wondered if he’d been left in the room to 
die from dehydration. He still heard the sounds of the lively pack below, and found comfort 
in the fact that they had something to amuse themselves with other than his torture. If he 
could spend what was left of his life hiding in this cell unbothered, he could be content with 
that even as his body weakened. 


But of course, he knew that wasn’t true, not really. He could never lay down and die so long 
as he knew Shamira could still be out there and needing him. With parents long gone from 
disease, an uncle killed by the same bombing that took her leg and her brother away, Shamira 
was all alone. 


The last he saw of Shamira, he had used every measure of his mana to close her wounds, to 
replenish her lost blood, to prevent her death, and even then, he couldn’t replace the leg lost. 
And he’d been exhausted. He’d just survived the explosion himself, and then he’d given all 
he had to save Shamira. As the hunters dragged him away, he had no magic to fight them off. 
He was too weak to even lash out with his fists. 


When the collar closed around him, he hardly felt the change. When the manacles closed 
round him, he knew it was only one of many barriers he’d have to overcome to be with his 
sister. When he was raped and forced to kill and beaten for refusing and humiliated and 
tortured and hopeless, he remembered, forced himself to remember who he lived for, who he 
was obligated to return to. Over the many years, the hope became so small it was only a 
pebble when it had once been a boulder, small, but still as weighty as it had ever been. 


Jaime would do what he always had done, ingratiate himself to the bigger meaner dog, cast 
off his dignity as it was stolen from him, and keep his weary eyes open to the possibility of 
escape, even when they wished desperately to fall shut. 
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It was difficult for him to tell the time considering the fact that his window was boarded up, 
but he felt it must have been very late when his dinner was brought to him, perhaps seven 
hours after sunset. He wasn’t used to being forced to wait long stretches between meals. The 
hunters understood that it was the energy of the body that fueled his magic. Jaime knew 
better than to refuse to eat when he belonged to the hunters. He’d only tried once as a teen, 
and the memory of the punishment still made him nauseous. 


With the hunters, Jaime was used to being served meat, and lots of it. In comparison, his 
steady diet of oatmeal and bread rolls with the wolfpack seemed to be almost entirely carbs. 
He missed his parents’ cooking, missed sharing flan with Shamira, missed settling in with his 
uncle on warm evenings for jamaica and a bedtime story. 


When he heard the heavy footsteps of a man approaching his cell Jaime knew he had not 
been forgotten, or at least, if he had, he had also been remembered. 


He heard the bar to his cell be lifted. The doorknob turned. 


It was the male wolf who hated him, the one who shoved him, the one who he’d tried to 
proposition that stood there with his dinner. He stood there holding a small portion of meat 
and two biscuits on a wooden plate. 


Jaime had propositioned this man. Helplessly he thought, /s he here to take me up on it? 


The man stared at Jaime, but his face gave nothing away. 


“T thought having you here would be good for me. I could see you were powerless now, and I 
would feel empowered.’”’ 


Jaime didn’t think that the man was allowed to force him. The alpha had seemingly 
acknowledged his request not to be touched. There’d been opportunities where members of 
the wolfpack had privacy and had done nothing untoward to him. The short nurse and Mirza 
came to mind. 


If the man wasn’t allowed to force him, then Jaime resolved himself to fight back and scream 
if he had to. He knew that there was very little he wouldn’t do under pain of torture, at least 
when he knew there was no one who would rescue him, but he wasn’t hungry enough to let 
this man fuck him, not when he was pretty sure breakfast would still come in the morning. 
He wasn’t that cheap. Trying to claw back his dignity was almost certainly a wasted effort, 
but he knew he was the only person alive, excluding Shamira if she still were alive, willing to 
waste any effort whatsoever on his dignity. 


“Looking at you here, pathetic, but alive...I feel furious. You shouldnt get to be alive when 
the...when you killed people—young people with their whole lives ahead of them and...and 
elders who deserved to die with dignity and not surrounded by beasts like you and your 
friends! You don t deserve to be here eating our food and being a deadweight. I shouldn t 
have to look at you.” 


Jaime didn’t think that was the man’s sex proposition voice. He sounded angry enough to 
start beating Jaime. He’d been raped by men this angry before, held face down and punched 
in the back and the back in the head; his rapists had beaten him with their belts or choked him 
with them while thrusting and ripping him open. 


I'll scream. I'll scream so long and so loud that someone will make him stop if only so they 
can get some fucking sleep. 


“Don t you have anything to say for yourself?” the man demanded. 


Jaime waited quietly for the man to lunge at him. Perhaps irrationally, he feared that if he 
moved at all, even to speak, the man would strike out at him. 


The man looked down at him. “You ’re nothing. You’re not even a person; you’re just a husk. 
All you chase is your greed, without your friends—without your money, now you're just 


empty.” 


Jaime’s stomach growled. 


The man laughed and there was no mistaking the cruelty. 


“Literally.”’ The man set Jaime’s plate down before him. “We could make you do anything, 
couldn't we? Anything to live another day and save your own skin. I guess I'll have to take 
comfort in that. You’re nothing; you have nothing, and I have my whole pack behind me. Your 
pack is dead. 


“This is a waste of my time. Lada was right. If there's any justice to this, it’s that you should 
have to serve us now. You'll never take anything from us again.” 


The man turned to leave Jaime’s cell. “You'll be seeing more of me from now on.” 
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By morning, Dmitri couldn’t remember all he had said to the hunter, confronting him alone 
had required him to consume more liquid courage than was necessarily wise. He remembered 
calling the man empty. He couldn’t deny that he himself felt fairly empty these days. He 
wondered often what happened to the courage that had carried him through his whole life. 
Certainly the courage shouldn’t shrink up just because of a bad experience. He’d thought he 
was more resilient than that. 


He’d discussed last night over dinner with Khalida, Mirza, and Lada, the idea that he, as 
leader of the guard, should assume responsibility over the hunter. He’d said it was important 
to his healing to take up the position, which had caused them to reluctantly agree. 


He’d sought out the mage to supervise his labor. He woke him up just before breakfast and he 
worked him until dinner. Pack meals were scheduled, which helped keep them on track. He 
gave him lots of chores, including nonmagical ones. He didn’t like to let the mage have 
access to his magic any more than was necessary. 


He tried to never sympathize with the hunter, but each day it became more difficult. It never 
failed to shock Dmitri how compliant the hunter was, even to unpleasant tasks. Even after a 
month and a half, there was no hostility, which was not what Dmitri would have expected 
from a hunter. Dmitri was starting to have to sincerely ask himself if he was wrong about the 
nature of people, if people could change. He hadn’t thought so, but each day the hunter was 
respectful was another day’s worth of evidence that they could. It was like night and day 


between the man who’d used his magic to harm Dmitri and the man who'd used his hands to 
to shovel snow out of doorways for the longhouse. 


After two months of working the mage hard from morning until evening, there was some 
kind a rapport between the two. The mage had even stopped asking for Mirza, although 
perhaps it was because he was told no so many times he just gave up. 


Dmitri didn’t want the hunter trying to win over other pack members during mealtimes, so he 
either ate first then brought the mage his dinner, or; occasionally, the two of them ate 
together. The hunter wasn’t much of a conversationalist, but Dmitri had grown used to eating 
with him, and he could proudly tell Mirza that the mage could name all the different foods 
Dmitri fed him as well as the various types of cutlery, flatware, and drinkware. 


He had to grudgingly admit that Carlisle had a point when he taught the mage the words for 
different body parts after the night two weeks prior when the mage had alerted him “Mage 
belly pain. Give me water. No eat. Come Carlisle.” He wouldn’t win any awards for his 
oration, but even Dmitri could figure out he was asking for medical attention and some water. 
He wasn’t cruel, he let the mage rest for several days in the hospital while Carlisle treated 
him. He waited until the vomiting stopped and the mage was willing to eat. 


Dmitri decided against allowing the mage to heal himself with magic, that should be saved 
for tasks that couldn’t be accomplished easily through non-magical means. Carlisle, Darius, 
and Ash were more than capable. Anyways, Dmitri had to consider that any energy spent on 
magically healing his sickness would be energy that would no longer be able to be spent on 
rebuilding his immune system and protecting him from the next one. 


While he was recovering in the hospital, Dmitri took it as an opportunity to clean out his 
room. It was dusty and nasty in there, not to mention the vomit from his illness. The only 
personal belongings of the mage were his blanket, notebook, and pen, he still had his coat on 
his person. 


Out of curiosity, Dmitri went through it. He wasn’t certain, but it really did seem like a lot of 
language notes. Interestingly, it didn’t contain an alphabet. Dmitri made sure to draw one. He 
didn’t want to just draw something “useful” though. He had honestly wanted to reward the 
mage for his compliance. He wanted to draw him something nice, something that showed 
things as they could be. He’d drawn the mage among the pack—in various stages of human, 


wolf, or half shifted, to show the ideal to him. He wanted to perhaps show a glimpse into a 
possible future. He had dared to hope that perhaps things would get better. 


That is perhaps why he felt so angry when he had caught the mage with runes. 


The nearby spring had thawed to tolerable levels and Dmitri had felt the hunter deserved 
some kind of indulgence after his illness. Dmitri thought that he may enjoy a refreshing swim 
and bath in water he didn’t have to draw up himself or heat with magic would be pleasant for 
the hunter, a show of good faith. Dmitri had removed his coat, his boots and socks, his shirt. 
The mage stayed fully dressed. 


Dmitri tried to encourage him. He’d gestured to the water. He’d said, “Get in. It’s nice to 
swim in.” 


Dmitri had insisted that he be the one to guard the hunter because he knew that he more than 
anyone would be the able to spot it if the mage was hiding something. If the mage was so 
reluctant to undress, there had to be a reason why. 


Perhaps he simply didn’t know how to swim. If that was the case then what Dmitri did next 
would have been rude, but wouldn’t have been out of line. If it was something more serious, 
as it turned out to be, then it was necessary to protect the pack. 


The mage had his hands in his coat pockets. Dmitri didn’t think that if he was hiding 
something, that he was particularly subtle about doing it. Dmitri plunged his hands into the 
mage’s coat pockets. The mage was trembling. His hands were balled up. Dmitri wrapped his 
large fingers over the mage’s skinny ones. It felt strangely intimate. He pried apart the mage’s 
fingers, revealing...a stone. 


He plucked it from the mage’s fingers. 


Upon further examination, it was not a stone but a bone and there were runes carved in it. 


The mage who he hadn't called a friend but who he hadn't been confident he would never call 
a friend had just reminded him that he was and always would be an enemy. 


‘What is this?” He’d demanded. “What is this? Is this a weapon? Are you trying to hurt us?” 


“J—I—its mine, please don t take it. It’s only—” Dmitri cut him off with a forceful slap. 


Even he was surprised he had done it. 


The mage started to cry. 


Dmitri threw the bone into the flowing stream. 


“What the fuck is wrong with you? Have I not been decent to you? Have I not been human to 
you? Shame on you.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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Chapter 15 


Chapter Summary 


Jaime is questioned by the pack's security, but he doesn't understand them. (913) 


Chapter Notes 


Content warnings for bleeding, shouting, and fear. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Dmitri had dragged Jaime by his elbow from the stream to the village. Jaime felt sick to his 
stomach, he felt cold all over his body, and he felt like what was happening wasn’t real. He 
couldn’t keep up with the pace Dmitri had set and tripped, but Dmitri kept dragging him. He 
eventually managed to get his feet back under him, but it felt more like stumbling forward 
than walking. He couldn’t see where he was going; he couldn’t stop crying. 


Dmitri stopped to open a door to a cabin he hadn't been in since he was first captured. The 
one where the alpha and her partner had tied him to the foot of their bed. Dmitri shoved him 
down in his old familiar spot before pulling the pack’s control collar out of his pocket. 


He examined it with an impenetrable facial expression, even more unknowable to Jaime. In 
the entire time he’d spent among the wolfpack, he still couldn’t understand more than a 
handful of words. 


Khalida and the alpha entered the cabin. “Dmitri what happened?” the alpha asked. “We felt 
you through the bonds.” 


“He was hiding something, he was hiding it in his fucking pockets!” 


Jaime knew he was taking a risk to keep the remote he’d found in Eskender’s coat pocket, 
knew he risked being searched when he carried it, knew he risked it being discovered during 
sheet changes when he’d hidden it in the infirmary, knew he’d risked it again when he took it 
back and put it in his coat. On the other hand, he couldn’t dispose of it, because he was 
watched everywhere but his cell. He didn’t hide it in his cell because if it was found, he 
needed to know right away. If his ticket was to be punched, he at least needed to see the 
conductor's approach. 


Producing it wasn’t an option. At first because he valued his privacy, but over time it began 
to sink in that he’d waited too long. He hadn't meant to make a decision for his future when 
he first resolved to conceal it, but he’d realized soon enough that even though he was 
beginning to trust the wolfpack enough to bare his belly, he’d have absolutely no way to 
explain what the remote was or why he’d been hiding it. He didn’t even know how to say 
“My name is Jaime, I’m 22 or maybe 23, and I take care of old folks.” The last part wasn’t 
even true anymore; it had been almost eight years since he’d caregiven. In all likelihood, his 
former charges would have passed on by now, or been so lost to dementia that they couldn’t 
possibly remember the boy who’d cared for them, the one who was stolen. If he couldn’t 
even introduce himself, there was no way to explain why he had been hiding a magical and 
intricately carved werewolf bone. 


He couldn’t answer their present questions either. He hadn't the first clue how to explain what 
he’d done. That didn’t stop them from shouting at him while he tried to cover his head with 
his arms. 


Not all of it was directed towards him, not that he understood regardless. 


“What was it?” 


“Why did you discard it?” 


“Where have you been hiding it?” 


“Where did you get the bone?” 


“Did you make it to hurt us?” 


“What does it do?”’ 


“How long have you had it?” 


It was all just sound to him, the angriest and loudest sounds. 


He was beyond parsing it out. Words he understood became meaningless when filtered 
through his terror, words he didn’t grew more frightening like shadows elongated to look like 
beasts. 


His forearm released blood into his hair. Dmitri’s claws had penetrated the skin there as he’d 
dragged him away from the stream. He couldn’t stop crying. His body, his tearducts, his life, 
it had all been yanked from his control. 


Dmitri grabbed his arm and hoisted him up by it. 


“Stop covering your fucking ears! Answer their questions.” 


‘T’m sorry. I’m sorry. You hurt I’m forearm. Red water outside it. I’m no say. I’m listening. 
I’m sick. I don’t know how to say it. I didn’t do anything to you. Please listen to me.” 


Dmitri in his singular focus exclaimed, “You ’re sick all right. Why would you do this? I 
thought we had something. We had something and you broke it.” 


A pounding knock sounded at the door. 


“Go away Ash,’’ Dmitri demanded. 


I 


“T will not. Something s wrong in here. You need a doctor ’s care. Let me in.’ 


“We can handle this, Ash,” the Alpha answered. 


“You cannot. Let me in. I smell blood.” 


The alpha opened the door. 


It wasn’t just the person who was talking on the other side of the door, but also Nurse 
Carlisle, his other lover, Mirza, and the pack’s werewolf mage. 


“Garou Dmitri, put the boy down, he’ bleeding,’’ Mirza demanded. 


Dmitri let him down much more gently than he’d picked him up. 


“We felt you through the bond, let us help fix whatever this is,” the wolf-mage said. 


“It’s going to be okay, lovebug. Theres no need to cry.” Mirza said drying the eyes of 
Dmitri. 


Jaime couldn’t help but feel guilt. Even knowing he hadn't designed a weapon to use on the 
pack, it was still as though he’d used a bomb on them. The harm was real, even when the 
harm was fake, even when the harm had really been done to him. 
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Chapter Summary 


Ash gives Jaime stitches (1,381 words) 
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In triage, the medic assesses which patient’s needs are the most urgent, and then addresses 
those needs first. Ash was lucky enough to have his partners, Elli, and Mirza with him, so he 
didn’t have to prioritize anyone’s needs over another’s so much as he had to delegate to 
whom the responsibility of treating each individual lay. Carlisle was the most diplomatic, so 
he could hammer things out with Lada, Khalida, and Dmitri. Mirza and Darius would stay as 
well, Mirza as comforter in chief, Darius as Carlisle’s backup. Elli would be with him. He 
wouldn’t be alone with a dangerous mage, not without his own loyal mage serving as backup. 


While Mirza and Carlisle settled down Lada, Khalida, and Dmitri especially, Elli and Ash 
collected Jaime off the floor. He sat down hunched over, cradling his bloody arm. 


Ash had to kneel to look at it, and even then, the patient made an effort to conceal it. 


Ash looked him in the eyes. He had a weal on his face. “May I see your arm?” he asked. 


“Arm hurt.” Jaime said back. “Stomach hurt. Sorry.” 


Ash interrupted the conversation around him to ask as neutrally as he could, “Dmitri, did he 
get hit in the stomach?” 


“No and if he says I hit him he’s a liar!” 


“He’s not saying that, I’m only trying to understand the situation.” Diplomacy was not Ash’s 
strong suit; he was supposed to be the angry irrational one, and he really resented Dmitri 
taking up his role. “Thank you for answering honestly.” 


“Yeah, whatever,” Dmitri replied before returning to his conversation. 


Ash refocused on his patient. “I want to take you back to the infirmary to check out your arm. 
Are you able to get up on your own and come with me?” 


“Come with.” Jaime repeated, standing so quickly Ash was surprised he didn’t get a 
headrush. Ash was still kneeling, having been in the position to speak with the mage. It was 
so odd to look up at their prisoner. Honestly, it was odd for Ash to be looking up at anyone in 
his human form; he was the tallest in the pack at 19 hands, trailed by Dmitri and Lada who 
both stood 18 hands. The mage looked glassy eyed. 


The mage did not extend his hand to Ash, though he couldn’t say with confidence that he’d 
have taken it if he had. 


Ash left his hand hovering over the mage’s shoulder—not touching, per the advice of 
Carlisle. They walked together with Elli following. 


With the mage sat down on the cot he had sat on so many weeks ago as well as only a few 
days ago, he was prepared to assess his condition and try to get an understanding of what had 
caused the distress radiating out of Dima’s end of the pack bond. 


“I’m sorry,” Jaime told him. 


Ash sighed. “Can you take off your coat so I can see your arm better?” 


The mage had to shift his sitting position a bit to take off the coat as he was sitting on the 
lengthy fur, but he complied as quickly as he was able, handing over the coat to Ash. 


His shirtsleeve was ruined from claw slicing and blood staining. Ash tugged at its end gently 
as a he asked, “Do you want to remove your shirt as well?” 


The mage balked at this. 


“So I can see your wound? Wounds?” 


“Mirza say this shirt it I’m. Alpha say you no touch me. I’m shirt, sorry you no pick it. You 
nurse? Carlisle?” 


Ash had to truly pause and consider what the mage said. Carlisle told him the mage had a 
limited vocabulary, but still maintained fairly good communication skills. It would be neat to 
see how well he could communicate an idea with how little he knew of their language if not 
for the fact that he was a murderer and slaver they had taken prisoner. 


“You can keep your shirt on for now, but I have to cut the sleeve off if you do. It’s okay if 
that’s what you want, the sleeve will have to be replaced regardless. I will only touch you 
where you’re injured, and only to treat you, and only with—” Ash stopped himself from 
telling the mage he would only treat his injuries if granted his permission. Some of his 
patients had a frustrating tendency to not follow his medical advice, and they had that power. 
They had bodily autonomy. That was a tenet of his belief system and his professional ethics. 
He always thought he’d love a patient who listened perfectly to his medical advice, but now 
having one who’d be forced to because he lacked bodily autonomy felt awful. 


“T promise not to touch your chest,” he said instead of the promise he’d rather make. 


The mage extended his arm and Ash reached behind him to retrieve scissors. 


He cut the mage’s sleeve up to his bicep moving upward before chopping off the loose fabric. 
The mage wiped his snot and tears off with his other sleeve. Ash had to keep himself from 
laughing at how childish the gesture seemed. The extra damage to the already damaged shirt 
also somehow seemed comical, but perhaps it was the stress of the situation. 


An examination of the mage’s arm showed a need for stitches. A quick glance at Elli 
confirmed they were watching the mage and would be able to restrain him if he lunged for 
Ash while his back was turned. With that assurance, he stood up to prepare a syringe of 
lidocaine and his suturing needle and thread. 


When he sat back down, the mage was watching him warily with his dark eyes. 


“T’m going to give you some lidocaine and then stitches. Have you ever had an allergic 
reaction to lidocaine before?” 


“No allergies. No ana—” he interrupted himself to sniff, “no anaphylaxis.” 


Ash and Elli sucked in twin breaths. “If Dmitri spent half the time teaching the mage 
Garouan that Carlisle has, we wouldn’t have half the problems we do,” Elli finally said. 


Ash couldn’t help but mourn for the intellect being wasted locked up here, even if it was a 
hunter’s mind that was going to waste. They’d all have to insist more heavily on the 
importance of teaching the mage Garouan. Ash got the feeling that there was so much more 
that the pack would value about this hunter than just his magic if only they could properly 
speak to him. 


Ash injected the mage with the lidocaine before sitting back to wait for it to take effect. 


The mage chose that as a good moment to speak up. “Bone old . No you. Bone is very old 
emm... fifteen sixteen years old . It I’m bone. No hurt you. I’m no hurt you. I’m no hurt 
wolves. I’m your mage. I’m healthy, I’m wash.” 


“The bone is fifteen or sixteen years old” Elli confirmed in Bito. 


“Sixteen years years.” 


“He says the bone is old and it isn’t a weapon to hurt us.” Elli told Ash. “Do you know what 
that means?” 


“T think perhaps we’ll need to hear Dmitri’s side of the story now.” Ash was far from 
comfortable with the thought that a hunter had a potential weapon in the form of a bone. Still, 
he believed the mage’s promise that he wouldn’t hurt them, at least so far, it didn’t seem like 
he had any motivation to. It made Ash feel sick to his stomach, feel rage. How dare he try to 
reform? How dare he get better when he never gave anyone else the chance? 


Ash felt so sick with his rage that he didn’t even want to do the stitches anymore. But even he 
knew the rage was a cloak for grief and helplessness. He did the stitches. 


The mage seemed to pick up on the change in his mood. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he whispered 
over and over. “I’m sorry.” 


“Hush,” Ash instructed gently as he could manage. “I’m not going to hurt you. The stitches 
should be painless even. I’m sure you used to roughing it right? Painless stitches are a luxury. 
We’re not animals here. We’re not going to beat you. Settle down. You’re healthy, like you 
said.” 
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Chapter 17 


Chapter Summary 


Mirza and Carlisle discuss Jaime. (936 words.) 


In the end, Ash and Carlisle decided to try to explain what Jaime had told them about the 
bone to Lada, Dmitri, and Khalida, with Elli providing the magical perspective on what was 
said. Mirza took the mage aside to clean him up and get him ready for bed. 


It was reminiscent of their first night together where the mage slept on her floor, tied to the 
foot of her bed. She wasn’t going to make the mistake she made that night. She wouldn’t let 
him have any access to his magic. 


Perhaps she was too naive to see it, but she truly couldn’t see the frightened mage as a threat. 
He had his magic on that night and did nothing, at least nothing apparent, to harm her. And 
the bone he had, it was macabre, inappropriate, grotesque, but it hadn't hurt them. Mirza 
couldn’t tell if she’d rather know what it did or why the mage had it. 


She loved Dmitri, truly, she knew that after his own parents died, he began to see her as a 
mother figure. And in some ways, she had come to see her as her own son. And as his not 
quite mother, she wasn’t angry, she was just disappointed. Her Dima knew better than to do 
the things he’s been doing; he knew better than to smack Jaime around, he knew better than 
to stop the mage’s Garouan lessons, and he for certain knew better than to throw the bone 
into the creek before Elli could check it for what it did. It was almost malicious stupidity. She 
could say so since she was his mother and she loved him and his bullshit excursions with 
Jaime had her picking up the slack of taking care of Rowan. 


The fact that her pups and Rowan had to be taken care of by him tonight so that she could 
watch the mage was not lost on her. She figured he more or less deserved it. She figured it 
would be grounding, healthy even, for him to have to take care of someone—multiple 
someone’s—who he actually loved and wanted to see do well. 


Wrapping the mage up in a blanket for the night, letting him have one of her shirts to replace 
his damaged one, averting her eyes for his privacy, she still couldn’t understand how he had 
hurt anyone. 


Mirza figured that for everyone’s benefit, she would keep herself and Jaime in her room 
rather than attend breakfast. Fortunately, her pups were eager enough to bring a sheepish 
Carlisle with them to her before breakfast was even over, each of them carrying a heaping 
plate. 


“Momma,” Risto said, “we want to meet the mage.” 


“And we brought you breakfast,” Mira added. 


Mirza sighed. She should protest. She should tell her pups that the mage was dangerous, but 
when it was just her and Carlisle around, she didn’t feel she had to pretend she thought the 
mage was anything but reformed. If the mage wished to hurt the pack, he could have done it 
when she accidentally gave him access to his magic. If the mage had truly crafted a weapon, 
he could have used it on Dmitri when they were out gathering water alone, could have used it 
on anyone at any point. 


“Come in,” she agreed. 


Mira and Risto were excited. Risto immediately pawned his plate off on Mirza before 
grabbing his chest of toys and dragging it into the center of the room. 


“Now we have a table,” he declared proudly before sitting down and holding his arms out 
expectantly for his plate. 


Mirza handed it to him. “You know you’re not allowed all these sweets, you’ll rot your 
teeth.” 


“Mommy, please,” he begged. 


“Eat something sensible first and then we’ll talk. Mira, what do you have?” 


“Bacon and toast! Carlisle has oatmeal.” 


“Okay we’ ll share that, and then at the end, we’ll consider the sweets.” 


“Okay Mommy,” Mira agreed, already divvying up the breakfast. 


“Mage, come sit,” Mirza instructed whilst gesturing to the floor. She and Carlisle both sat 
down as well. Carlisle ate a piece of bacon. Mirza ate a slice of candied fruit while the pups 
were distracted. She figured she deserved one, and as an adult, she figured that if she rotted 
her teeth it was her business. 


“Lada and Khalida have concluded that it is best for Elli to go on their trading trip as soon as 
is reasonable. Now that the ice is melted, they’1l have an easier time of it. We’ll be watching 
Jaime closely now, at least until they get back. There won’t be any beating or maiming or 
killing. It was unanimously decided, after perhaps a bit of reluctance from Dmitri, that the 
mage’s language lessons will resume. Elli will find either a language translation guide or a 
bilingual wolf willing to help us. If the mage who made Jaime collar, Diana, can be 
convinced for a reasonable price to return with Elli, then she may also be contracted to come 
back and try to interrogate the mage’s magic use. It wouldn't hurt to have a mage more 
powerful than Elli here.” 


“So Jaime’s not being punished?” 


“T mean he’ll be losing his privacy, but hopefully gaining more from it. I really struggle to 
believe he’d harm us. I know he made many mistakes, committed many offenses against 
wolves, and that was deeply wrong. Still, I have the strongest suspicion that it was out of 
ignorance, that he didn’t know how wrong it was. He should have. I know he should have. 


It’s a terrible explanation, an even worse excuse, still, it’s all I have to explain this. He’s 
not...he’s a...” 


“He’s a gentle spirit,’ Mirza concluded for him. 


“He does seem like one,” Carlisle agreed. 


Chapter 18 


Chapter Summary 


Elli reminisces on their past. (1,152 words) 


Elli announced at breakfast their intention to go on another trip. They would be accepting 
requests for items to bring back; they’d also of course be returning with those precious items 
Hearthstone didn’t have the means or the knowledge to make for themselves. 


On their list was of course a Bito—Reivyan language guide. Elli was the only member of the 
pack who spoke Reivyan, but there were no commercial language guides that centered 
werewolf spoken languages, so it had to be them that would be them who'd have to learn 
Reivyan with Bito acting as a lingua franca before anyone else in the pack could learn 
Reivyan from them or they could teach Jaime Garouan. 


The language guide was on their list, but Anthony was what was on their agenda. 


Anthony was Elli’s partner from the Throlden pack. He was a good man who they really 
cared for. It was him who taught them Bito when they first decided to become a trader and 
him who taught them about haggling, valuable products, and which craftspeople were willing 
to teach an outsider something new without asking too many questions about where they 
came from. 


The two had fallen in love during the long nights where Tony taught Elli Bito. In those 
frustrating moments where Anthony would make them repeat a word or phrase over and over 
and over until it was perfect—until even the faintest trace of an accent was shaved off, until 
their speech was unremarkable and native—in those moments, they found each other’s 
bodies. 


Elli had been in awe of the way the man who had just made them so angry, who had just 
pushed them so far—too far—could become so gentle, so loving, so creative. He was as 


focused on their mutual pleasure as he had been on their language skills. 


In some ways. Anthony reminded Elli of Dmitri. They both were men prone to 
hotheadedness who had lost their parents and found themselves raising a younger sibling. 
They were both fiercely protective, and that was the real reason why Ant pushed so hard 
when it came to teaching them Bito. He wasn’t being controlling, but he was making sure the 
way they spoke didn’t give them away as a werewolf. If humans suspected what Elli was, 
they, their pack, and the Throlden pack would all be in danger. 


Anthony had a bit in common with Dima, but what was more important is what he had in 
common with Elli. Tony and Elli were both foreigners kindly welcomed in by a new pack. 
Tony had given them the impression that he and his little brother Jonah were from 
somewhere to the west, although he didn’t talk much about his life before the Throlden pack. 
Elli understood without asking that it was difficult to talk of the pack—the family—he lost. 


Elli was from an entirely different continent. In their homeland, Ranapi, werewolves were 
revered by humans, not ostracized like in their new home. 


Less revered were unwed mothers. Elli’s mother—Sausan—was enraptured by a handsome 
stranger—a foreigner. He loved her for several erotic days before leaving her. Nine months 
later, Elli was born. Soon enough, it was clear that having a foreign father was not all that 
made Elli different. 


Elli’s lycanthropy did not come from their mother, or else they might have been seen as 
normal in their home. Elli’s wolf shift resembled that of their father, whoever he may be or 
have been. As a human, they looked unremarkable to their peers, as a wolf they had nearly no 
resemblance to their smaller golden counterparts. They were too big, too dark to be a native 
in their home. Living where they were born, they felt more foreign than they did among the 
Hearthstone pack. 


They stayed in their homeland with their mother until they were 19. They could never leave 
her, she was ostracized from the community for being an unwed mother. Elli was somewhere 
between token, pariah, and curiosity—they didn’t like it, but they could never leave their 
mother. And then she died. It was Malaria. She was sick and then she was gone and Elli knew 
they couldn’t stay. 


How could they stay in a place that hadnt loved their mother, had hated and scored her. How 
could they stay somewhere they werent accepted and their mother was scorned? They 
couldn t. 


They boarded a ship heading anywhere but Ranapi. They’d been cautioned by the wolves in 
their homeland that other cultures would not accept them and that they would never find a 
pack. They didn’t consider themself to have one anyway, so they went and they kept what 
they were to themself. 


They stayed in the port city where the ship left them long enough to learn a little of the 
language, but mostly stayed among a group of Ranapians. There they met a woman. Her 
name was Diana, and she was a mage. She was selling enchanted items, purchasing magical 
supplies. She was charismatic, cool, sexy, seemed in-control of herself. Elli was in awe of 
her. They asked if they could travel with her in their disjointed words. She assessed them for 
magical ability and told them they had a spark of magic, potential to cast, but not much. She 
was willing to take an apprentice. Elli hadn't known that when she had assessed them for 
magical potential, she’d also been checking to see if they were a shifter; they were still naive 
then and didn’t know such tests existed. 


Once they were well outside the city limits and heading west, Diana told them she knew they 
were a wolf shifter and asked about their pack. Elli spilled their guts, told her everything 
about their mother, how unwanted they felt in their home, everything. Diana told them that 
they traveled between several packs and that they would help Elli find their place in one. 


First they settled in with Throlden, and they found Anthony, but they wanted more. Elli 
dreamed of the freedom that Diana had as a traveling mage, that Tony had as a trader for his 
pack. Elli felt that the Throlden pack liked them, but that they weren’t an insider, and after 
the many months they lived among them, they doubted they ever would be if they weren’t 
already. When Diana returned to Throlden, they decided to continue on to the next pack, to 
one that didn’t have a trader. 


Hearthstone was a breath of fresh air to Elli. They were welcomed. They were valued, and as 
the trader for Hearthstone, they had the freedom they wanted. They could stay with the pack, 
they could spend months away from them, they could see Anthony if they wanted. They 
found that absence did make the heart, and the loins, grow stronger. They were excited to see 
their beau, they wouldn’t dawdle though. The pack was eager for them to get back with the 
language book. 


Chapter 19 


Chapter Summary 


Dmitri's in his feelings. (994 words) 


Chapter Notes 
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Ever since Elli left for their trip—treally since he had struck the mage and gotten caught for it 
—Dmitri was taking time to try and center himself and focus on easing his own anxieties. 
He’d agreed to the pack teaching the mage Garouan. It was hard for him. If the mage learned 
their language, that meant he was staying. He hadn't necessarily planned to execute the mage, 
but perhaps he’d unconsciously hoped that Jaime would just...go away. It wasn’t impossible 
to live with Jaime, but sometimes the pebble in his shoe hurt more like a thorn in his side. 


It was painful that the mage who’d killed so many wolves was just allowed to keep living. He 
was allowed to go on and learn a new language and ingratiate himself to Dmitri 's pack while 
the people he killed were dead and always would be dead. 


Most wolves believed that when shifters died, their souls lived in the sky, the domain of 
Garou and Airhan. All souls were shepherded by Garou, the sun, and could be felt on warm 
days, in growing plants, and in one’s own self at times. Airhan, the moon, was believed to 
release souls to revel among the living on the night of the full moon. On such nights, canid 
howling, insect chirping, and bird calls were attributed to the souls of the departed reveling as 
spirits returned home. Shifters returned as wolves, everyone else returned as birds or bugs. 


And Dmitri used to believe that too. The idea of it, that lost ones were still somewhere, that 
the soul was preserved, comforted Dmitri after the deaths of his parents. But after seeing so 
many die slowly at the hands of hunters, Dmitri couldn’t see how Garou could shepherd souls 
in the sky, and do nothing to protect his flock on the ground. Garou either didn’t care for the 
living, or he lacked the power to help them. Dmitri didn’t see the point of putting faith in 
something like that. And Airhan, the God who was said to actually have influence over the 
living world, had never shown Dmitri the souls of anyone he lost. Wolves were only wolves. 
Crickets were only crickets. Dmitri didn’t have an explanation for the cyclical emergence of 
cicadas, but he renounced the idea that it was part of some holy Airhanian cycle, as many 
believed. 


The mage was difficult for Dmitri to accept, but what was even more difficult was how 
acceptably the mage behaved. He was a killer, a murderer, a kidnapper, an annihilator, but 
aside from the challenging incident with the carved bone, he was well-behaved. He seemed 
decent; one who didn’t know his past could easily grow affectionate towards him. Dmitri did 
know his past, and still found himself— 


Even the possibility of forgiveness for the hunter who hurt him left him with the feeling of 
rising bile. He’d have to swallow it. 


Dmitri was always so bored without Elli around. Sure there was Mirza and the pups, he had 
Rowan and Khalida; there were people who he liked and loved and wanted to spend time 
with, but none who he could just shoot the shit with like Elli. 


He was bored enough to spend time with the mage even. Everyone in his life had 
responsibilities, and couldn’t just be with him anytime he wanted. The mage was different. 
He was always able to be dropped in on. Dmitri could agree to watch him in order to talk to 
in private, he could offer to take him off of someone else’s hands, or he could simply be with 
him and whoever else was meant to be watching him, as he often did when it was Mirza’s 
turn. 


The pack had pretty much exhausted the spells they could think of to instruct the mage to 
cast. He could spend all day growing plants, but there wasn’t a need to do that for plants that 
would grow either way. He didn’t have infinite reserves of magic either. He didn’t complain 
when he overtaxed himself, but the sweating and panting were hard to ignore. They’d never 
pushed him towards the point of fainting; they weren’t that cruel—but they had come close. 


Since Jaime wasn’t casting much, he had more time to devote to language learning. He was 
learning faster when Dmitri wasn’t at the helm of his education. Dmitri felt ashamed of the 

way he’d behaved earlier. He could have, and should have, made life easier for everyone by 
teaching Jaime Garouan. 


In his more defensive moments, he wanted to blame Lada for everything. He’d told her about 
the mage, but she was the one who wanted to keep him alive and force him to work for the 
wolfpack. Dima had thought justice should come in the form of a quick death, same as they 


gave the other hunters, but Lada was sure he’d have value as a magical servant. Now they 
couldn’t kill him, not only because the spells he’d cast would dissipate, but because they’d 
grown to...tolerate the mage. 


In his more pathetic moments, he blamed himself for being captured in the first place. He was 
the guard captain. The guard captain should be able to fight back against any number of 
opponents. He should never be overpowered, outsmarted, outfoxed, or outplayed. He should 
never need the rescue; he should have been the one who hunters needed protection from. 


He missed his parents. He wished they’d never gotten sick, wished he could still ask them to 
hold him. He had Mirza; she was almost as much his mother as his mother was. But she 
wasn’t his mother; his mother was gone for good. 


He was too in his head with Elli gone; he needed all his pack with him. He’d count the days 
if he knew for sure how many were left. In the meantime he’d just need to focus on being a 
good brother again, being a good packmate again, being himself again. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Chapter 20 


Chapter Summary 


Dmitri hides some contraband. (1,686 words) 


Elli had spent a whole month away. They’d gotten everything they needed for teaching Jaime 
Garouan except for the confidence to do it. They’d gotten pretty much all they needed for the 
pack as well, but there was still medical equipment the pack could really use. Luckily, 
Anthony was willing to spot them, but the Throlden pack couldn’t take an IOU forever. 


Elli had mentioned capturing a hunter pack’s mage when they were catching up, before 
they’d left Throlden and moved on to the closest human settlement. It was Anthony’s idea to 
trade Jaime’s services for the medical equipment. 


They’d been surprised that the Throlden pack would need services like that. Diana was a 
powerful sorceress, probably stronger than even Jaime. They’d asked about it. Anthony told 
them that Diana had left them for another of her journeys, and hadn’t been back in some time. 
Anthony hadn’t seen her in over a year and their wards were due to be renewed. Elli could 
cast wards, but they’d keep rabbits out of their gardens, not hunters out of their homes. If 
Jaime could cast wards for them, it would be an incredible service to the Throlden Pack, their 
original pack, the one that had kept them safe until they’d their home among the Hearthstone 
pack. The Throlden Pack deserved to be safe as much as any other pack did. 


Elli promised to propose the idea to Lada and Khalida. They were sure that the idea would be 
well received. Jaime was beginning to outlive his usefulness to the pack anyways, but no one 
wanted to kill him in cold blood. The problem wasn’t what the rest of the pack thought. It 
wasn’t that they’d grown to tolerate or perhaps even like Jaime. The problem was that they’d 
taken him for his usefulness and functionality to the pack, taken him as a tool first. As a tool 
was no way to keep a person. Things would be changing for the positive though; Jaime 
would learn to speak Garouan as soon as he was done helping the Throlden pack. 


Lada and Khalida were open to lending out the mage’s services; they saw it as a win-win. 
Dmitri didn’t want to see the mage go, but he couldn’t exactly demand that he stay. The 


Hearthstone pack now had a debt to the Throlden pack thanks to their generosity regarding 
the purchase of new medical equipment. Hearthstone knew firsthand what hunters could do a 
pack; they felt strongly that the Throlden Pack deserved to be as safe as they were. It would 
be wrong to hoard magical power and share none with other wolves; they weren’t greedy. 


In a way, Lada said, it would be beneficial to the mage as well, because if he expected to stay 
with them, he needed to earn his way into their pack. Dmitri agreed with that, he couldn’t 
simply live off their kindness forever. 


Lada decided not to leave it up to Dmitri in the end. He’d shown poor judgment when it came 
to the mage before. His judgment was no longer trusted. 


Lada, Khalida, Dmitri, Elli, and Anthony sat down to discuss terms. They agreed that from 
the moment Anthony set out with Jaime, he may keep him for nine days including travel 
time. He had protested that traveling with a human would be slower and that concessions 
should be made for that as well as other potential delays. They told him that he should aim 
true for the nine day goal, but that if he wavered from it slightly, their packs had a strong 
enough alliance that they wouldn’t immediately assume he’d run away with their mage and 
wouldn’t go looking for them unless they saw signs of distress. 


Dmitri was not part of that meeting. He didn’t want to send the mage away. Jaime could 
escape, he could try to manipulate the Throlden pack into letting him go. Dmitri couldn’t 
prove it, but he was concerned that the Throlden Pack lacked strong leadership. Elli had great 
affection for the Throlden Pack, but never could list anything specific they liked about the 
pack other than Anthony and the fact that Throlden took them in before they made a home 
among the Hearthstone Pack. 


While Dmitri didn’t want to lend out Jaime, he also couldn’t find concrete problems with the 
idea. Anthony was a strong wolf and a strong man, Jaime was unlikely to be able to 
overpower him, and even if he could, Anthony would be carrying the controller for Jaime’s 
collar. Jaime wouldn’t be able to convince the Throlden Pack to let him go, he couldn’t even 
speak to them. Lack of strong leadership shouldn’t be a problem when Jaime would only be 
among the pack for a handful of days. There were dangers while traveling, but Anthony 
should be more than capable of protecting Jaime. Then again, knowing that Jaime was a 
hunter, Dmitri wasn’t sure Anthony would protect Jaime. If back when they’d first taken 
Jaime, a mountain lion or other wildlife had gone after him, Dmitri himself would have likely 
stepped aside and considered it destiny. 


On one hand, Lada would likely have already impressed upon Anthony the importance of 
keeping Jaime free from harm in the same way that if they lent him a broom they wouldn’t 
permit him to snap it. On the other, how much harm could it do to give Jaime a means of 
defending himself instead of relying on an outside actor to do it for him? 


Ultimately it was a very short blade—treally more of a boxcutter actually. It was two and a 
quarter inches, but very sharp. The blade was retractable too, not a fixed blade. 


Since it was such a small blade, it was almost probably okay for Dmitri to give it to the mage 
without permission from his alpha. He shouldn’t need permission anyways, he was in charge 
of the pack’s security. This was an extension of that. 


The hunter is not part of the pack. 


It was up to Dmitri to seek Jaime out. He found the man with the crafters. He was drilling 
eyelets in leather. It was good to see him taking initiative to help the pack even beyond the 
services he provided through his magic. 


Dima asked the crafters if he could borrow their assistant. They smiled at the notion and told 
Dmitri that he was welcome to the mage, that they were only watching him so that Elli could 
attend the meeting. So long as Dmitri brought that mage back before the meeting ended, it 
was no skin off their backs. 


Dmitri led the mage aside. 


They didn’t go far, but Dmitri knew he needed privacy for what he was to do. He knew he 
shouldn’t be doing it. 


Nonetheless, it was what he did. 


He led the mage to the treeline, just outside of eyesight to the rest of the pack. 


“Jaime,” he said, “has anyone talked to you about traveling to another pack?” 


Dmitri couldn’t tell whether the confused expression on Jaime’s face was from him not being 
told about being lent out or from him having no idea what Dmitri asked him. Eventually he 
replied, “I’m give for other pack?” 


“Tt looks like it, but it won’t be forever, so don’t get any ideas about making friends with 
them so they’ll let you go. They’re bringing you back here when they’re done with you, do 
you understand?” 


“T’ll be come other pack; I’1l be come your pack,” Jaime replied in his broken Garouan. 


Dmitri felt strongly at that moment that the wind had been taken out of his sails. “So you got 
it then,” he replied breathlessly. 


Jaime frowned at him. 


Dmitri produced the boxcutter he had for Jaime. He showed the mage the blade before 
retracting it. “I want you to keep this while you’re gone. Do not use it. Do not show it to 
anyone. There will be consequences for you if you use this blade. You need to keep it hidden. 
If you show it to anyone but me, I will punish you.” 


Dmitri hoped that Jaime took his words despite Dmitri not actually having the authority to 
punish him. If Jaime understood that Dmitri would be very angry with him if he produced the 
blade, then he’d only use it for self-defense. In a life or death situation, Dmitri was sure the 
mage would risk eventually being smacked around by Dima if it meant he would survive an 
animal attack or something else. Dmitri intentionally didn’t give the mage permission to use 
the knife at all, even for self-defense because he didn’t want to deputize a murderer to kill 
with a blade. 


“This,” Dmitri said, is a secret. Do not tell anyone about this. Say nothing. Do you 
understand?” 


“No tell.” 


“That’s right. Now roll your pants leg up to the knee.” 


Dmitri knelt down in front of the mage. Jaime seemed reluctant to lift his pants leg. Dmitri 
reached into his own coat pocket and produced an ankle holster. He’d repurposed some scrap 
leather and a tool-belt for the purpose. He lifted Jaime’s pant leg slowly with Jaime’s eyes on 
him the whole time before fastening the holster and sliding the blade inside. 


The whole display felt strangely intimate with more trust than either usually showed the 
other. Dmitri didn’t grab at Jaime’s ankles, and Jaime didn’t kick him while he knelt in front 
of him. 


Once satisfied with his work, Dmitri let the pants leg fall to cover the blade and holster. 


“There,” he said. He felt inclined to pat the man’s ankle in satisfaction, but he refrained. 
Jaime wouldn’t appreciate a gesture like that. He’d asked Dmitri not to touch him. 


Dmitri looked up at Jaime, trying to read his expression. He needed to be sure that this was 
being taken seriously. Jaime was looking down at him and their eyes met. Jaime offered him 
a hand to help him up. 


Dmitri scowled. He stood up on his own. 


“Let’s get you back where you belong,” he said, leading Jaime back towards the crafters’ 
cabin. 


Chapter 21 


Chapter Summary 


Jaime and Anthony get to know each other. (2,064 words) 


Chapter Notes 


I actually had this one written and beta read in advance and then I forgot today was a 
posting day and cleaned the house, decorated for Christmas, and started the new H 
Bomb video. We're still on time yet, it's not even 6:00 PM lol. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Jaime stood with Elli, Dmitri, Lada, Khalida, and the stranger that Elli brought back with 
them. Dmitri had explained to him as best he could that Jaime was going with the stranger. 
He didn’t want to go, didn’t want to go at all. He didn’t know the man, had no insights into 
the way he thought or whether he was prone to violence. From what he could see of the 
situation, it didn’t seem like anyone knew the man well aside from Elli. It didn’t seem like he 
had a choice either. Nobody was asking him if he was willing to go. Nobody had to. He was a 
prisoner, he didn’t have a right to refuse. His preferences would never be accounted for. 


In that moment, it sunk in to him that he wasn’t just a prisoner. You couldn’t rent out a 
prisoner like he was a tool. You couldn’t keep someone prisoner without a sentence, without 
them knowing when they would get out. You couldn’t keep someone prisoner without them 
having an attorney. He never had an attorney, and frankly he wanted one to come litigate the 
shit out of everything that had been done to him from the moment of his initial abduction. 


Jaime was not a prisoner; he was a slave. He’d been a slave since he was abducted the first 
time, since he was a teenager. He was exhausted... he was angry. He didn’t want to be a slave 
anymore and he couldn’t believe that he had any affection whatsoever for the wolfpack that 
held him in slavery. 


No one who respects themselves should care about the people who own them. Jaime would 
force himself to stop it the way he forced himself to stop dreaming to be free somewhere 


during the torture and rape and trauma that was inflicted on him, but he knew after everything 
he’d done, he pretty much deserved what he was getting, he honestly deserved worse. Even 
though he knew, he knew, he deserved it, he could admit to himself that if he had a chance to 
be free he would take it; he would eschew the consequences of his crimes and run away. He’d 
find his little sister and finally be there for her like he should have been there for nearly a 
decade. 


“Well be expecting you back in ten days or less Anthony,” Alpha Lada told the stranger. 


“Be safe,” Elli said. 


“Goodbye my love,” Anthony said to Elli before giving them a kiss on the lips. 


Elli smiled back at him. 


Then Anthony was leading Jaime away and Jaime was following like the kicked dog he was. 


After about a mile of silent walking, the man stopped them. 


“Put out your hands,” he demanded sternly. 


Jaime was halfway to complying, hands awkwardly lifted, when he realized that he actually 
understood what the stranger had said. 


“You’re Reivyan?” Jaime asked, delighted and relieved to finally meet someone who 
understood him. 


“Give me your hands,” Anthony demanded again before grabbing them in his large ones. 


“You can understand me! You can help me!” Jaime exclaimed as the man was shackling his 
wrists with handcuffs. 


“Why would I help you, hunter?” the man sneered at him. 


“l’m—I’m—I was a captive. I only helped the hunters because they threatened me. I was 
harmed. I need to go back home.” Jaime was so unused to hearing his own voice speaking 
Reivyan. He felt weak and pathetic. When was the last time he’d used his own language for 
anything but pleading? 


The man fixed a chain to Jaime’s handcuffs as they continued talking. Jaime knew better than 
to resist. 


“That’s a convenient story.” The man laughed at him. “I’m sure you thought that would win 
me right over. I mean how stupid do you think I am, hunter?” The man seized Jaime’s face in 
one of his large hands, restrained his wrists with the other. “You’re not a victim, you’re a 
killer.” 


With the man’s bruising grip on his jaw and his hot breath in his face, Jaime knew better than 
to keep talking, knew better than to try to offer proof. He could see in his mind’s eye the way 
a lecherous man would react to hearing Jaime say he had scars under his clothes. Scars that 
had come from torture. Scars from the failed escape attempt. 


Yeah boy, lets look. Lifting his coat. Tracing the most prominent of the closed wounds with a 
finger. Is this makeup? Let’ see if it comes off. The hot tongue on his cold skin. Nope, these 
look permanent. Well maybe we need an acid? Shoving him to the ground. The opening of the 
belt. The acrid sour—the foul—Well let's see if water will lift it off—and being unable to 
breathe—the liquid in his lungs and being rescued from the water only to have the scars 
pawed at by this beast and then Maybe they are real. Dont worry. I’ll make sure what we do 
won t leave any more. 


Jaime’s stomach hurt terribly, clenched in fear. He was as ghostly as he could be. He didn’t 
speak. He knew better. He wouldn’t invite that onto himself. If he said anything now, 
whatever Elli’s boyfriend did to him afterwards would be his own fault for being stupid and 
not knowing when to shut the fuck up. 


The man continued holding Jaime tight by the jaw, staring him down...and then Jaime’s face 
was released. Jaime inhaled a quick and frightened moan of a breath. The man grinned. “This 
is going to be a fun ten days,” he said, swatting Jaime on the rear. “Come on then, slave.” 


The man had pushed them well into the night without stopping. He never seemed to tire. 
Eventually though, he hungered. 


He finally let them stop. He chained Jaime to a tree. 


“Stay put, slave,” he demanded. 


Jaime stared at his knees, refused to acknowledge the man. He’d felt sick to his stomach 
since the swat to his rear in the early afternoon. He wished desperately that he was anywhere 
else. He thought of nothing. He allowed himself to be present in the intensity of his emotions 
but refused to trap his conscious mind in his brain. He felt, but he had no thoughts. He wasn’t 
anywhere. He was nowhere. 


The man left Jaime there without a word. By the time he returned, Jaime was sniffling softly, 
weeping without cries or words. He returned not as a man, but as a wolf. He held no 
resemblance to his human self, his fur was a light brown, his muzzle had a bright red smear 
of blood, in his maw he held remnants of a beaver, he’d already eaten some. 


He dropped the carcass onto the floor before slinking away out of eyesight. When he returned 
again, he was back in his human form and dressed in his warm clothes. He’d cleaned the 
blood off his face as well. 


“Have you eaten?” he asked Jaime. 


Jaime ignored him, preferring to stare at his knees. 


“Hey slave, I asked you a question!” 


The man strode over to Jaime and pushed forcefully on his knees until they were splayed out 
on the floor. Jaime found that his hurting stomach could hurt more while also his entire body 
went cold from fear. He didn t want it to happen again. He didn t want it to happen again. 
It’d been so long. So long. Four months. It couldn t happen again. 


He couldnt take it. He wouldnt survive it. 


The man started lifting Jaime’s shirt. Jaime let out a scream, the loudest scream he’d let out 
since he was still a child, maybe ever in his life. He wasn’t screaming in pain, the stranger 
hadn't hurt him yet, he was screaming for Hearthstone pack to hear, to come and save him 
before this awful thing could happen or if not save him before it could be completed or at the 
very least to stop the man from doing it multiple times. Hearthstone who had been hard on 
him at times, had smacked him around at times, but who had never raped him. Never held 
him down and penetrated him. Never even forced him to suck someone off or eat them out. 
Dmitri who had given him a weapon that was now out of reach with his hands bound behind 
him. Jaime screamed for him. 


The stranger slammed his closed fist down on the top of Jaime’s head. 


‘Would you shut the fuck up?” 


Jaime was dizzy—seeing stars. The man started groping his belly. He pawed around feeling 
from the navel to all of Jaime’s ribs. Finally he stopped and stood back up. 


“T was hoping you’d have more meat on your bones,” he announced. “That way I wouldn’t 
have to feed you tonight. But you’re thin as a rake. You manage to piss off Hearthstone so 
bad they stopped feeding you too?” He taunted. “Seriously, why are you so skinny.” 


Jaime considered not answering, it was difficult because of the pounding in his head, but he 
didn’t want the stranger to strike him again. 


“They feed me,” he said quietly. “I eat when they eat. I eat almost as much as they do.” 


“We both know ‘almost as much as they do’ isn’t enough for a casting mage.” 


“No sir.” 


The stranger smirked at him. “Sir is a nice touch, but knock it off. Pll build a fire to cook this 
for you.” 


“T can help build a fire,” Jaime offered. 


“T don’t want you casting your worthless magics. I don’t want them anywhere near me. You 
disgust me. I'll build the fire myself.” 


The stranger stormed away once again. If he didn’t know intimately how quickly an angry 
man could turn. In a safer situation Jaime might have laughed at the expense of the man’s 
impotent anger. Here I am chained to a tree, and he still feels the need to run away from me. 


When the man returned, he had kindling with him; he dumped it on the floor before 
beginning to arrange it. Jaime watched him open his rucksack and remove a silver lighter. 
Shielding the top of the lighter with one hand, he flicked the spark wheel. He turned the 
flame to his arrangement of kindling and lit it. 


“See? No need for magic to do what a lighter can do. You think a mage invented lighters, or 
just a smart guy?” 


Jaime didn’t answer his question, so the man answered it himself. 


“Obviously it was a person, not a mage. A mage would never share his ability to summon fire 
with the rest of us.” 


The stranger took to cleaning the carcass of the beaver, slicing away pieces for Jaime to eat. 


“Tt’s a shame you’re a human,” he said. “If you were a shifter, you could just eat this raw. If 
you were a shifter, you wouldn’t betray other shifters with murder.” 


“Who made this collar? The one I’m wearing now,” Jaime clarified. “Another mage,” he said, 
answering his own question. “A mage who turned on mages. And what about the one I wore 
as a prisoner of the hunters? That’s from a mage who turned on mages too.” 


The stranger was incensed. “You’re a fucking liar! There’s only one mage powerful enough 
to be making collars in this whole continent, and she is not selling to hunters.” 


“Tsn’t she?” Jaime shouted back. “The hunters who held me captive had me in a collar! 


Where did it come from? If you want proof, I have scarring on my neck from it. They used it 
to burn me as a punishment.” 


The stranger stormed over to where Jaime was bound, abandoning the beaver carcass. He 
roughly grabbed Jaime’s head and forced it back, ostensibly to examine Jaime’s neck for 
scars. Jaime couldn’t see well what the man was doing with his head tilted back, but he knew 
it wasn’t examining when he heard a flick and felt a red hot pain beneath his chin. 


Despite Jaime’s writhing, screaming, and thrashing, the stranger held on and kept the hot 
flame to Jaime’s flesh for what seemed to be well over a minute. He was bigger, stronger, 
he’d eaten and Jaime hadn't. He wasn’t tied up. 


When he finally pulled away, Jaime was screaming and sobbing. “That’ll teach you to tell 
lies,” the stranger said. “And I already told you once to shut the fuck up.” 
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He ended up forcing the hunter to eat with his hands still tied behind him. It felt good to 
make him scarf his meal down like an animal. Hearthstone Pack was full of morons for 
treating him like he mattered, like he was redeemable. None of them had to say anything, he 
could tell just by being with them that they were considering allowing him into the pack. It 
was hard for wolves to live with someone without wanting to welcome them into the pack. 
Anthony wouldn’t have that problem; the hunter was a slave to him—he wasn’t a person. 


He wouldn’t go too far. It would be impossible to convince the mage to go with him if he’d 
ripped his guts out. Any wounds severe enough to require healing magic would take away 
from the sorcery he could perform for the Throlden pack. He had services he owed to the 
Throlden Pack in addition to the pound of flesh he owed Anthony. 


“Are you in pain, slave?” Anthony asked in lieu of a “good morning” once he got up. “It 
can’t be comfortable to sleep like that.” 


Jaime looked away from him, inadvertently baring his neck—and his fresh burns. 


Anthony smirked before darting his hands to where the mage’s dangled limp and restrained. 
He stared the slave down as he released his hands and then restrained them again in front of 
him. 


“Do you need to take a leak before we get going, slave? 


Jaime continued to ignore him. 


“Careful, Pll let you piss yourself. I really don’t care.” 


“Yes,” the slave answered. 


Anthony decided to play dumb. “Yes, what?” 


“Yes. Please,” the hunter said recalcitrantly. 


“Please, what?” 


“Please let me piss.” 


“Alright then, Hummingbird.” 


Anthony reached down and yanked Jaime to standing with a crushing grip on his bound 
wrists. 


After a quick frogmarch, the two were far enough away from their campsite for a piss. 
Anthony reached for the waistband of Jaime’s trousers, but was interrupted by the slave 
screaming “Stop!” as though terrified. 


Anthony stepped back. “What are you crying about?” 


“Can’t you untie my hands?” Jaime begged. “I can get my own pants down. I don’t—” 


“What’s more embarrassing for you, me seeing your dick, or you pissing your pants?” 


“Please,” Jaime whined. 


“What are you all chopped up down there?” Anthony taunted. “Got an extra hole? Birthmark 
that’s always bothered you? Is it a size thing? I’m not bothered by that; I’m not so shallow. ” 


“Please stop,” the slave whispered. 


“T mean really, even the extra hole thing wouldn’t bother me. Chopped up is fine too; I’Il let 
you squat if you have to.” 


“Please stop.” 


Anthony was having fun with his taunts, but he was getting sick of listening to the 
hummingbird buzz about. 


He wrapped his arms around the hummingbird’s torso, as if he was giving him a hug from 
behind, before using his large hands to unbuckle the hummingbird’s belt. 


Jaime went bodily very tense. He seemed frozen and rooted to the spot. Fine by Anthony. He 
pulled the hummingbird’s pants and undergarments down to his knees. 


“Go ahead.” 


Jaime continued to stand there doing nothing, not even crying anymore. 


“T don’t have all day,” Anthony complained from behind him. He didn’t actually want to 
watch the man pee, but figured if he turned his back then the slave might take it as an 
opportunity to strangle him. 


Anyways, from behind, he had a good view of the slave’s pale behind. The skin there was 
scarred over as though he’d been flogged or belted severely and perhaps repeatedly. Anthony 
felt a strong urge to add to the wounds. The scars weren’t so faded that Anthony expected 
them to have come from childhood. He was surprised that Hearthstone had taken an 
opportunity for corporal punishment, bleeding hearts that they were, but if anyone deserved 
it, it was a hunter mage. 


Anthony cupped the man’s behind in his hand. If he had relaxed at all from being gripped 
from behind, he was back to being tense as a coil. He kneaded at the scarred flesh with his 
thumb. He was tempted to push a finger inside, and realized he may as well. No one would 
stop him, and the slave surely deserved it for all he’d done. 


He moved inward slowly with his hand. When he got to the very center, poised and ready to 
insert, he heard a trickle of pee spatter onto the ground. 


Anthony yanked his hand away. He’d just about forgotten what he was doing with his hand 
there, and the urination startled him. 


When he finally stopped, Anthony told the mage to shake himself dry and then pulled his 
pants back up. As he buckled the belt, he did it from behind again in the way that had 
previously been so frightening to Jaime. 


“That wasn’t so bad now was it?” 


“No,” the slave whispered. He didn’t sound like he meant it, but Anthony felt electrified with 
power from his reluctant answer. 


Anthony grinned. 


Anthony knew the pace he was setting for their journey back to the Throlden Pack was 
grueling for the slave; it was even hard on him, but he was eager to get him into the 
convenience of his own den. Once he had served his purpose for the Throlden Pack, it would 
be okay to harm him. They wouldn’t have to worry about him refusing to cooperate out of 
petty revenge. 


The Throlden Pack really did want a mage to cast wards for them, that was not a ruse. After 
Diana’s disappearance, there wasn’t a strong mage who could protect their pack. Anthony 
wondered often whether she had abandoned their pack or if something had happened to her 
that kept her away. He sometimes wondered if she, like his family, had been murdered by 
hunters, but he dismissed it as impossible. Diana was untouchable, she was a mage. Nothing 
she didn’t want to have happen happened when she was around. She wasn’t weak willed like 
the mage before him either. She wouldn’t have been captured. She would have died fighting 
like his sister, like his parents. Even his grandmother hadn't been captured; suicide was 
preferable to capture. 


Jonah and Anthony had escaped, both still children, exhausted, injured, and orphaned, family 
obliterated. The hunters had used a bomb. He’d carried Jonah away with the shrapnel still 
inside of him. 


They’d run, but apparently in the wrong direction. The attack was in the early morning while 
the family slept. By nighttime, Jonah was washing blood, dirt, and ash from his body while 
Anthony stood guard in wolf form. A man had found them, a hunter. He wasn’t carrying 
weapons, but Anthony recognized him as the weapon. He was the mage who had attacked 
them, he was one of the hunters. 


The hunter saw him too. “Go!” he’d demanded without raising his voice. “Go away, run 
away or you'll be killed!” 


The rage inside him made him want to fight. The little brother beside him made him need to 
run. 


Anthony hadn’t been able to let go of how impotent and cowardly he felt in that moment, but 
now that the tables were turned, he intended to make the slave suffer as much as was possible 
for the window of time he had him in his custody. 


The hunters had taken away his family. Anthony couldn’t replicate that, but it seemed like 
Hearthstone had come pretty close. 


Anthony had trouble bonding with the Throlden Pack. He cared for them, but doubted 
whether he loved them. It was hard to when everyone else he loved had been taken away. All 
he had was Jonah and if he lost him, it would be pretty much over. 


Anthony wasn’t as bonded to his pack as he could be, but he recognized that as being 
unusual. Most werewolves weren’t transplanted refugees lugging around trauma and grief 
and a little brother. Most wolves would find it unthinkable to travel or live with people they 
didn’t love, and probably that principle applied to humans as well. By that logic, the 
Hearthstone Pack killing the hunters Jaime had traveled with probably was akin to losing his 
family and his home. 


But that wasn’t enough. 


That was Hearthstone getting revenge for what happened to Hearthstone. Anthony needed to 
get revenge for what happened to him. He needed to avenge his family. The fact that the 
perpetrator was helpless and captive only made it all the easier to get what he wanted. 


Chapter End Notes 


I may or may not be responding to comments in the next couple of days because I'm 
going to be celebrating Christmas with my family. Please still feel free to leave 
comments, just try not to expect an immediate response. Next chapter posts on January 
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Chapter Summary 


Anthony escalates his torment of Jaime. (1,760 words) 


Chapter Notes 


I am going to be putting a detailed summary at the end of this chapter, because it is 
comparably more graphic than other chapters. 


I got vaccinated against COVID again (Sth vaccine) yesterday on my lunch break from 
work and I am so so sick lol. I don't know what my willingness to answer comments will 
look like because I am for real soooooo sick. I'll answer eventually, but maybe not today. 


It all makes me grateful to be living in a home. I couldn't imagine being this sick and not 
even having a safe and comfortable place to recover. 


The next chapter posts on February 5th, which is a school day and an overtime day for 
me, so the chapter's either posting in the early morning or the late night. We're about at 
the point where we finally see the comfort transition, but I don't know if next chapter 
will be the last hurt chapter and the first comfort chapter, or just the last hurt chapter. 
Even once we see the comfort begin, Jaime will be very rattled by the events of this 
chapter and the previous ones. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


There were spells the mage needed to cast for them before any real retribution could be taken. 
Anthony was able to get him to cast those spells easily. He must have been quite afraid just 
from what Anthony had already done and implied he would do more of. He actually obeyed 
quite nicely, which was something Anthony would like to take advantage of in a future 
context. Hearthstone liked to act all noble-like, but it was clear that their treatment had taught 
the hunter to fear wolves...and to obey them. 


The hunter was sucking him off when he heard a knock at the door. Considering he gave 
better head than Elli or Diana, and as a bonus there wasn’t any expectation for Anthony to 


reciprocate afterwards, he wasn’t inclined to answer it. 


Despite his disinterest in answering the knocking, it only grew more persistent. 


Still, /¢’s not like there's a fire, Anthony thought. I’d be able to smell a fire. 


“Anthony,” Jonah called. 


Shit he thought. 


“Anthony, I wanna go to bed. Can you please unlock the door?” 


“Stop it!” he stage-whispered to the slave. 


Jaime pulled away as though he couldn’t do it fast enough. Anthony kicked him, knocking 
him from his knees into a prone position on the floor. 


He got up from where he sat on the bed, cock still standing at attention, and approached the 
door. He heard rustling noises behind him, which he ignored. 


“Jonah,” he called through the shut door, “I told you to stay with Century and Lucien tonight. 
You can’t come in here.” 


“T want to sleep here. I have to share a bed with Monty and Chris and they won’t make any 
room for me so I have to sleep on the floor. This is my room too! I want to come in.” 


“Jonah, you can’t come in! I told you, you can’t sleep in here. It’s only for a couple of 
nights.” 


“Anthony...it’s hard for me to sleep without you. It’s cold on the floor and it’s dark and I get 
scared.” 


Anthony groaned out loud, unable to stop from voicing his frustration. “Jonah, you need to 
grow up! You’re thirteen! You need to learn to sleep alone!” 


“This is my bedroom too! You can’t kick me out!” Jonah started slamming on the door with 
his tiny fists. 


“Yes I can! I told you I don’t want you here. I don’t want you. Go away!” 


“T’m not going anywhere! This is my bedroom and you can’t make me go away. I'll stay out 
here all night until you let me in. It’s not fair! You can’t kick me out every time someone else 
has your attention.” 


Anthony was more than sick of his kid brother’s antics. His erection was flagging, and there 
was something else he’d quite rather be doing. He was over a decade older than Jonah, and he 
could hit a lot harder. He slammed on the door hard enough to rattle the whole building. 
Jonah definitely felt it by the way he went silent. 


Anthony heard Jonah sniffle, then heard his feet pounding on the floor. Knowing Jonah, he 
was probably running away to go shift and hide in the nearby cave system. Jonah had long 
found it easier to cope with his feelings as a wolf than as a human. 


Anthony didn’t have time to worry about it. He loved Jonah, but he would keep until 
Anthony had finished punishing the hunter. It wasn’t just himself he was getting revenge for 
anyways, Jonah had been there. Jonah should want this as much as Anthony did. He had to 
do this, for Mom and Dad and Kelsey and Grandmother and everyone else the hunters had 
murdered. 


Even if he deserved this revenge, he wouldn’t like seeing it. Jonah was a tender-hearted child; 
he felt deeply. He wouldn’t be able to understand using rape as a tool of war. Even if he 


could, he wouldn’t be happy to see Anthony waging war when he thought they were 
somewhere they could be at peace. 


He turned his attention back to his war, and found that his opponent was cowering beneath 
his and Jonah’s shared bed. 


He reached his arm underneath, and dragged the hummingbird out by his leg in one fluid 
movement. 


It was easily apparent under the grip of his strong hand, that there was something inside the 
leg of Jaime’s pants. 


He put his hand in the waistband of the slave’s trousers, released his claws, and tore the 
garments from his body, mostly avoiding cutting the skin. 


The slave was screaming and pleading for Anthony to stop, but it was as easy to ignore it as it 
was to pin down the smaller man. 


He found a knife strapped to the mage’s leg like the contraband it was. He removed it before 
straddling the slave and waving it in front of his face. 


“This is small,” he taunted. “You went through all this trouble to hide it, and it’s too small to 
do anything with.” He rubbed Jaime’s limp penis. “This is small too. Are you scared, or just 
cold? I can help warm you up.” 


After Anthony was done, he’d shoved Jaime back onto the floor. The fall from the bed was 
only one of many indignities, but it was still better than being forced to share the bed with 
Eskender. He’d crawled underneath again, despite the fact that hiding couldn’t keep him safe 
from the monster in the room last time. 


I didn t want it and I didn t deserve to have that happen. 


It’s only for a few more days. 


His body hurt inside and out. Anthony had penetrated him so roughly. He hadn't felt pain like 
it in months. /t’s only for a few more days. Jaime had figured Anthony was trying to make it 
as painful as possible, or at least as was manageable. It was hard to say, but he thought that 
Anthony had released a claw whilst his thumb was inside of him. That wasn’t the sort of 
sensation he was used to identifying, even with as many times as he’d been raped. /t’s only 
for a few more days. There was blood, but in the dark hiding beneath a musty smelly bed, it 
was hard to say whether it was more than normal. J didn t want it and I didn t deserve to have 
that happen. 


And Anthony had squeezed him so hard. He couldn’t possibly have expected Jaime to be 
aroused by that torture, but still he was so angry. He’d punched Jaime and—Anthony had 
called him names and he didn’t even know the meaning of some of them because some of 
them weren’t in Reivyan and the wolfpack hardly spoke to him at all and he didn’t know 
many words. He knew some of them, remembered them from when his uncle would put him 
over his knee and whip him with a belt when he’d been naughty. Stupid. Bad. Loser. Liar. 
Irresponsible. Clumsy. Worthless. Anthony hadn't said all of that, but he’d said enough that it 
all started to blend together. It was like it was in three voices, Anthony’s, Eskender’s, and his 
uncle’s. It was so painful, each hit radiating through his whole abdomen. It was so painful 
and Jaime just wanted it to be over and /t’s only for a few more days. 


Anthony was so, so angry. He wanted Jaime to look him in the eye. Jaime just wanted to 
squeeze his eyes shut. /t’s only for a few more days. He hadn't looked him in the eye when he 
sucked him off either. He was being punished for that too it seemed. Anthony said if he 
couldn’t be a man and look him in the eye, he would do him on his belly and then he’d 
flipped Jaime over and he’d spread his legs so impossibly wide and Jaime felt something pop 
in his pelvis which he knew how to say in Garouan now thanks to Nurse Carlisle and /t's only 
for a few more days. 


It all hurt so badly and he just wanted it to be over and /t’s only for a few more days. 


Jaime wanted to kill Anthony. He’d left the knife in the room. He hadn't even bothered to 
hide it like he Anew Jaime was too much of a coward to take it and fucking kill him. He could 
kill him and have his peace until the morning when the rest of the pack would come back and 


they’d have him outnumbered and outclassed. He might have even less time if Jonah came 
back. 


He couldn’t kill himself though, even if he just wanted it to be over. Shamira was still out 
there. He needed to be there for her. He would survive this. He would survive this because 
he’d survived everything else and because /ts only for a few more days. He only needed to 
survive the few more days. 


He couldn’t even sleep. 


He was ashamed to admit it, but he really was cold. And he was hurt. The worst of it was the 
disquiet of his mind. Anthony had been torturing him for days and he was exhausted and he 
just wanted it to be over. It was all so miserable. He couldn’t do anything about it. 


The urge to hurt himself was so strong. He wanted to do it so badly and he couldn’t even 
understand why. He dug his thumb into one of the gashes Anthony had left when he’d torn 
away his clothes. It wasn’t enough. He dug in harder, harder. He let out an involuntary 
scream which he immediately tried to suppress. His heart was racing, he was terrified it had 
woken Anthony up. He couldn’t move, he could only wait. 


He waited. 


He heard the bed move. 


It was over; he knew it was over. 


Anthony’s face appeared upside down beneath the bed. 


“Having bad dreams, Hummingbird?” he said with a grin. 


Jaime whimpered. “Please don’t.” 


“Oh come on, I had so much fun the first time. You’ve got me worn out. I need to get some 
rest. ?’1l see you tomorrow morning.” 


Anthony returned to his position in the bed. Jaime stayed curled up, trying to keep weight off 
his dislocation. It was a small comfort to know, if he was ready to die, he could kill Anthony. 
Until he was ready to die, and ready to learn to survive killing again, he’d just have to lie 
there and take it. But it was only for a few more days. 


Chapter End Notes 


Detailed summary: Anthony is forcing Jaime to perform oral sex on him when they are 
interrupted by Jonah, Anthony's little brother, knocking on the door wanting to enter the 
room because he shares it with Anthony and wants to sleep there. Anthony kicks Jaime, 
then sends his little brother away and says hurtful words. Jaime hides below Anthony's 
bed, because he doesn't want a child to see him being sexually assaulted, and he's 
worried that Jonah will enter the room. Anthony drags Jaime out from under the bed, 
and discovers his hidden knife. He tears Jaime's trousers away using his werewolf claws, 
cutting Jaime's legs in the process. He gropes Jaime and verbally abuses him in an effort 
to humiliate him for being flaccid. He convinces himself that rape is a suitable 
punishment for Jaime's involvement in his family's murder and that raping Jaime is a 
step toward justice for his family. 


The chapter switches to a Jaime POV and picks up after the rape is over. Jaime is 
frightened, in pain, and cold. He mentally recites mantras to help him get through his 
anguish. Jaime remembers the assault in its immediate aftermath and details how he felt 
during penetration and very forcible groping. He recounts being physically abused for 
being flaccid and for refusing to make eye contact with Anthony during the rape. He 
struggles with intrusive thoughts and memories of being physically abused by his uncle 
and by Eskender. He considers the logistics of killing Anthony and of killing himself, 
but decides it would be impractical. He self harms by pushing a finger into one of the 
wounds Anthony left on his body in order to try and quiet his intrusive thoughts and 
make himself feel in control of his situation, but it's more painful than he intended, and 
he makes a noise of pain which wakes up Anthony. Anthony taunts Jaime, but doesn't 
rape him again and the chapter ends with Jaime resolving that if the torture became too 
unbearable, he can kill Anthony even though he would be killed in retaliation by the 
Throlden Pack. He feels comforted by having it as an option. 


Chapter 24 


Chapter Summary 


Jaime escapes. (2,007 words) 


Chapter Notes 


Content warning: discussed sexual assault, groping, fear and peril, knife violence. 


At the end of the day, there were only so many spells to cast and the hummingbird had to be 
returned to his birdcage. 


After the rape, he was scarcely able to walk, which Anthony found delicious. He enjoyed 
supporting Jaime around the den while they warded different areas. Enjoyed that if the mage 
wanted to stand, he had to embrace Anthony like a lover lest his hip give beneath him. 


Anthony had put it back into socket the morning after it was dislocated, gently laying his 
slave on the bed, caressing his lower stomach, his rump, and finally, forcing the hip into 
place. Jaime had screamed, it seemed like putting it back into place hurt him more than the 
initial dislocation did. Watching his enemy’s ribbons of tears falling onto the pillow beneath 
his head made Anthony need another round of what they’d had the night before. When 
Anthony worked on repositioning the leg, the mage tried desperately to shove him away, but 
when Anthony devoured his delicious body, Jaime only lay there limp, waiting for it to be 
over. It was disappointing to see the tears drying, but even strong punches to the stomach 
didn’t bring more to his eyes. It was hard to treat sex like combat when his enemy combatant 
didn’t fight at all. When Jaime didn’t fight; paradoxically, it made Anthony feel more like 
what he was doing was rape. Eventually he put Jonah’s pillow over the mage’s face so he 
could at least pretend it was Elli he was fucking, even if he always looked at Elli’s face 
during sex to ensure they were enjoying themself. 


Despite having the mercy to relocate the mage’s hip for him, the man complained constantly 
of pain. He claimed sitting hurt him, as did standing, walking, being carried, and even laying 
down on Anthony’s floor. Anthony had offered to let him up into the bed after that particular 


comment, but the mage told him that he was the only person Anthony would be able to get 
into it, because his whole pack found him repulsive now, as would the Hearthstone Pack 
when they learned he’d raped. Anthony didn’t even punish the mage for the comment, for 
how disturbed by it he was. 


There was significant truth to it. The alpha had given Anthony permission, but other 
members of the Throlden Pack were unhappy. When he dragged the slave around, no one 
spoke to him, yet he caught them stealing glances and overheard concerned whispers 
regarding the welfare of the prisoner. When he went out alone, Fabiola even had the audacity 
to tell him he had gone too far and needed to stop. “Is he here to cast spells, or just for you to 
torment him? Rape is a crime to Airhan and Garou. You’ll never reincarnate. Your family 
will never return to you,” she’d said. He’d wanted to slap her and had barely resisted the urge 
to do so, but suppressed it because although Lucien had deputized him to beat the mage, he 
had not permitted him to beat packmates. The Throlden Pack didn’t allow infighting, and 
didn’t make an exception for fighting words, no matter how inflammatory or offensive. 


Anthony thought his self-control was the end of it, but at a meal, he’d realized the mage was 
drinking an analgesic tea only after he was nearly done with the cup. He’d confronted 
Fabiola, and she’d admitted to what she’d done. She said she couldn’t bear any longer to see 
the mage grimace in pain. He’d told her if she couldn’t watch then she should pluck out her 
own eyes. She said she would if he would first castrate himself. The row had turned so severe 
that Mercy had separated the two. She brought them before Alpha Lucien, but he’d refused to 
punish either one. 


His row with Jonah was less explosive than the one with Fabiola, yet it was no less impactful. 
He’d returned to the village the evening after their fight, but when he realized that Anthony 
still wouldn’t let him into their shared room, he’d run off again, and Anthony still had yet to 
see him return. 


He made sure the mage felt his frustration over all of it. He ought to; he was the reason for 
everyone’s anger in the first place. Even when in service of them, a hunter—even a 
renounced and pathetic one—always would cause problems to a wolf pack. 


Perhaps it was for the best then, that he was returning the slave back to his rightful owners. 


Returning back to the Hearthstone pack took altogether too long. Firstly, they’d left late, 
because Anthony was reluctant to leave the comfort of his den, and secondly, Jaime was as 
slow as he possibly could be. His leg still wasn’t taking weight. Anthony had to choose 
between carrying him, dragging him, and letting him heal himself. 


As tempting as dragging was, he’d already ruined the clothes the slave came to him in, and 
he didn’t want to ruin the replacement clothes he’d provided. He wasn’t ready to allow the 
mage to heal himself either, the pain was part of the fun. He’d opted to carry him over his 
shoulders like venison. That worked for the first day, and even for most of the second, but by 
the second evening, even with the strength of a werewolf, he was flagging from having to 
carry the mage. The mage was exhausted too, the position Anthony had chosen for carrying 
him put pressure on his injury in a manner that clearly caused pain. 


He’d lay the mage against a tree as he had that very first night with him. He no longer 
bothered with ropes, the compounding injuries made it nigh on impossible for the mage to 
move quietly, so even if he’d tried to run away, Anthony would hear him. More importantly, 
he seemed so dissociated in the past several days, that Anthony could probably have brought 
him right outside the nearest human settlement or hunter camp and left him there indefinitely 
without the coward ever moving a finger or raising his voice to help himself. 


He built up a fire first, better to see the hunter’s injury with, before kneeling over the 
extended legs of his captive and reaching for the waistband of his trousers. 


“No,” the mage surprised him by mumbling, putting a hand to Anthony’s chest as though that 
would be enough to stop him. 


“Calm down, slave—” was all Anthony had time to say before the hunter was stealing his 
own contraband knife back from Anthony and drawing it across Anthony’s throat. 


With one hand, Anthony tried to staunch his bleeding, with the other, he grabbed Jaime’s 
hand and crushed it with all his strength. 


“You...” Anthony gurgled. “Fix this.” 


“T won't,” the hunter replied shakily. “I won’t help you to hurt me.” 


“Help me,” Anthony begged. 


“T asked you to help me,” the mage spat venomously. “You should consider yourself lucky 
that all P’ve done is kill you. At least you won’t have to live with what you’ve done.” 


It was unbearable to think after everything he’d endured, he’d still only lived to be 
slaughtered by a hunter. He was being murdered like his family. He was abandoning Jonah. 
He was orphaning his brother again. He felt overwhelmed with fear and dread. He felt as 
though his stomach was gripped in an icy vice, and the overwhelming need to get away from 
the hunter, get away from the person who hurt him, was impossible to ignore. 


Still, if Anthony was being murdered by a hunter, it was only right that the hunter should 
finally know what it was to be murdered by a wolf. 


Using the hand that wasn’t applying pressure to his own throat wound, Anthony slashed for 
the mage’s throat, replicating his own wounds in quintuplicate before stumbling away in fear. 
He didn’t stay to watch the light leave his enemy’s eyes, he didn’t revel in homicide as a 
hunter would, he simply fled; he just needed this to be over. 


As lifeblood poured from his throat, somehow Jaime felt stronger and healthier than he had 
since the wolves replaced the hunters’ collar with their own. His magic belonged to him 
again. He felt it tingling in his fingertips and toe tips, felt it pounding in his heart. 


It felt perfectly natural, although not easy, to close the wounds on his neck. He looked down 
into his lap; his collar lay in tatters. The swipe of the claw Anthony intended to end his life 
had instead given it back to him, but he had to act fast; Anthony ran away injured, but Jaime 
had seen wolves heal from severe wounds before, and he did not feel confident that the 
wound to the throat would actually kill Anthony. After all the torment that Anthony put him 
through, Jaime struggled to believe he even could be killed. He felt larger than life. A 
monster. The beast who’d ruled his life. 


Jaime healed his hip next. He’d need to be able to stand if he were to run. Healing it was like 
shaking the last drops of water from an empty cup. He’d used all his magic already. 


The question was where would he run to. 


Could he take his freedom and run home with it? With no supplies and no magical reserves, 
surely he wouldn’t make it. But could he subject himself to returning to the Hearthstone 
Pack? They’d bullied him, enslaved him, they’d sold him to Anthony. Dmitri had slapped 
him, Khalida had shouted at him, but Mirza had given him blankets, Carlisle had healed him 
when he was sick. Elli had not been much to him, but their partner was a rapist. He had raped 
Jaime and Jaime could not stomach the idea that he might turn his wrath on Elli. Elli was a 
mage like him, and Anthony had only wanted to punish Jaime for his magic, but unlike 
Jaime, Elli didn’t have the magical prowess or the knowledge to defend themself from 
Anthony. Even if Anthony never raised a finger against his partner, he still couldn’t conceive 
of Elli feeling comfortable using their body to make love to a man who violated another’s. 


The decision was seemingly already made for him. He couldn’t live with himself if Anthony 
hurt anyone else, anyone who didn’t deserve it. 


Walking back to Hearthstone Pack left Jaime with a pit in his stomach and a lump in his 
throat unrelated to the freshly healed wound or the untouched burn. The trembling in his 
limbs was not from the return of his magic, but from anxiety, terror, over the potential that 
they could overpower him again, that he’d be enslaved again. 


Jaime couldn't help but feel hate for himself, a real and sincere hate at his foolishness. He’d 
escaped a lion’s den only to walk back into its open maw. He didn’t know what to do with his 
freedom once he had it, he’d been a slave so long it was the only way he knew how to 
function. His entire adult life had been spent as a slave. He had no independent skills, he was 
stunted from the age the hunters had abducted him. He was stunted even earlier, from the 
moment his parents had died and he’d been taken in by an uncle who did not care for him. 


He wanted to find the way home, but looking in retrospect, the way home wasn’t just 
obscured by distance but obliterated as soon as he’d assisted with the murder of a shifter. He 
wasn’t the same child who was taken by the hunters, but he also wasn’t the same adult who 
was taken by the wolfpack. The version of him that he was would try to learn and be free, 


would try and rebuild a path home, but would also risk it all on the chance that he might save 
another person from the trauma he’d experienced. 


And once I’m done with Elli, I’m coming for you Shamira. 


Chapter 25 
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Jaime finds Elli and Dmitri. (1,032 words) 
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It had been thirteen days, which was three days too long. 


Dmitri feared the worst. Throlden Pack lacked the strong warriors that Hearthstone Pack had. 
If they were raided by hunters—if there were hunters out here too—they could be overrun. 
Hearthstone had anticipated allowing Jaime the opportunity to join their pack, if he could 
earn it, but they hadn't expressed that to him, hadn't even tried. They hadn't been very kind to 
him. It would take a very special type of person to choose a pack full of strangers over his 
own allies and freedom. If the Throlden Pack was raided by hunters, it was no question who’s 
side their mage would fight on. 


Elli wasn’t as concerned at first. Their boyfriend wasn’t the type of person to be overly 
concerned with deadlines. When they’d said that to Lada and Khalida, Lada cut them to the 
quick by saying, “So your boyfriend is unreliable?” They’d tried to explain that it wasn’t so 
much that he was unreliable, more so that he didn’t understand the importance of the 
deadline. When he traveled for the Throlden Pack, they’d explained, he did not have 
deadlines, so he likely didn’t understand their importance now that he had one. Lada had 
gently reminded them that they were in the room when the deadline was explained to 
Anthony, so there was no chance he simply didn’t understand the importance of being back 
on time. Hearing that finally made them worry. 


By the twelfth day, Elli and Dmitri were searching the area surrounding the pack for Jaime 
and Anthony. Elli was shifted, but Dmitri still had trauma associated with his wolf shift, and 
preferred to stay human if at all possible. It didn’t significantly hamper their ability to 
communicate, werewolves were used to reading the body language of packmates in their wolf 
shifts, and being in his human form, Dmitri could still speak. 


By day thirteen, they had covered a large area around their pack and had moved onto heading 
directly towards the Throlden pack to either intercept Anthony and Jaime on their way, or 
barring that, to get some answers from Alpha Lucien. It was on the thirteenth day that they 
encountered their mage running towards them covered in blood and appearing frantic. 


Instinctually, Elli tackled him as an enemy charging at them, but quickly regretted it as they 
hit the floor together, the mage landing hard on his back and crying out in pain. 


“Dmitri,” he called desperately. “I’m hurt. Anthony hurt me. Look me. Eyes look me. You 
listening me. No touch me.” 


With his left hand, Jaime pushed gently on Elli to indicate they needed to get off. They 
acquiesced, he seemed hardly in a state to fight, and they wanted to hear what he had to say. 
Anthony hurt me, he’d said, which with his weak grasp on Garouan must be his attempt at 
saying he and Anthony both were hurt, and he’d gone looking for their help. 


“Anthony hurt me. Anthony broken bone me fingers,” he said holding up his right hand, 
showing the normally brown skin was an unhealthy shade of purple, his fingers swollen. 
“Anthony hand touch me rump, touch me stomach, I say no, Anthony touch me...hurt me. 
Anthony penis touch me, Anthony penis hurt me. He raped me. He raped me.” 


Elli... Elli had...Elli couldn't. How could the mage say “Anthony penis touch me?” That 
didn’t mean Anthony and he were hurt. When the mage said “Anthony hurt me” he meant 
that Anthony hurt him. He meant Anthony broke his fingers, Anthony touched him when he 
said no, and Anthony penetrated him with his penis. 


“Where is Anthony?” Dmitri asked, using his limited knowledge of Reivyan. 


The mage paused—perhaps because he was trying to parse Dmitri’s pronunciation, perhaps 
stunned they knew any words in their language—before replying, “7 don t know. I got away 
and ran. I dont know.” 


It was all said too fast to be understood. Dmitri seemed to have the same problem. 


“Please say it again in Garouan. Say it again so we can understand.” 


Jaime had to pause to think. He was shaking and he’d started crying somewhere in the telling, 
in the baring of his trauma. “Anthony no say ‘I'll be outside.’” Anthony no say me. Anthony 
secret. 


“Okay. I’m gonna pick you up. I’m going to carry you and Carlisle will heal you. I’m taking 
you back to the pack. Is it okay for me to pick you up? 


“Pick me up,” Jaime agreed “I’m say Elli Anthony hurt me. Anthony hurt me, Anthony no 
hurt Elli.” 


“That is Elli,” Dmitri told him, gesturing to Elli. Elli was surprised. Even Elli had seemed to 
forget they were Elli. They felt as though they had forgotten they were there at all. Surely 
they weren’t the Elli he meant, the Elli who’s boyfriend was a rapist. They couldn’t be, yet 
somehow they were that Elli. 


They tried to indicate they’d heard and understood him. They nuzzled him with their snout. 
He used his left hand to scratch the top of their head. When he removed his hand, they licked 
his fingers then looked at him. 
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“Elli,” he said with a trembling voice, “Anthony hurt me. Anthony violated me. Violation.’ 


Violation. The words were so similar across languages that it was impossible to deny what 
the tortured mage said. Elli nuzzled him again. 


“Elli,” Dmitri said. “I’m going to carry him, and we’re going to have to go slower because 
he’s hurt. Can you run ahead as a wolf and tell Lada and Khalida what happened? Get 
Carlisle and Ash and Darius ready to address his injuries? Send Kouta and Dusan and Cierra 
to hunt for Anthony? Please can you do that? Tell them not to kill, not until he can be 
questioned. We need to know if anyone else was in on this. If anyone else conspired with him 
to rape a prisoner, if this was his plan all along.” 


There was no way for Elli to answer while shifted, but they figured Dmitri knew them well 
enough to know they would do as he asked when they ran back toward the pack, quickly as 
they could. 
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“Are you ready for me to pick you up?” Dmitri asked the wounded mage. 


“Pick me up,” he agreed. 


Dmitri situated his hands on the back on Jaime’s thighs and around his shoulders. If he was 
bothered by the hold’s proximity to his rear, he didn’t say anything about it. He said only, 
“Back hurt. Red water outside.” 


“T’ll be gentle,” Dmitri promised, yielding limited understanding in his charge. “I won’t hurt 
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you. 


“No hurt me,” he agreed again. 


The muscle and fat Dmitri had lost as the hunters’ prisoner had mostly been regained in the 
three months since his rescue, but it seemed that Jaime’s body mass had gone the opposite 
direction. As Dmitri lifted Jaime, he noted the mage was between twenty and thirty pounds 


underweight, lighter than he would be even if Anthony had simply starved him the entire 
time he’d been gone. 


“Jaime?” he asked to get the mage’s attention. 


Jaime looked him in the eyes. 


“Jaime, do we feed you enough?” 


Jaime didn’t answer. 


“Do you eat enough?” 


“Jaime eat. You travelling Jaime Anthony soup red and brown bone. Jaime eat.” 


Jaime’s nonsensical answer only left him with more questions, but it was the absolute wrong 
time for an interrogation. 


“You can rest. I’m protecting you now.” 


If Jaime understood him, it didn’t show on his face. Dmitri had never especially resented the 
language barrier between them, but in the moment he wished strongly that they could 
understand each other, plainly. True, Jaime was a hunter, a murderer, but even a murderer 
should be allowed to be comforted after...after what had happened. Of course he was grateful 
to Carlisle for teaching him the parts of the body, he never could have verbally explained 
what had been done to him without Carlisle’s teaching, but he also resented that his pack had 
taught him how to say “Anthony penis hurt me” and never how to understand “I’m protecting 
you” and “Do we feed you enough?” He resented even more that he was the one who fought 
against teaching Jaime Garouan. If it had been solely up to Dmitri, Jatme wouldn’t have 
known what little he did, although if Dima was honest with the distribution of credit, most of 
the mage’s learning came from himself. He must have been very motivated to try and parse 


out the meanings of the words his captors said if the dedication he’d shown for learning 
despite having no formal, and nearly no informal, education in Garouan was an indicator. 


Still, they all had reason to be grateful to Carlisle. Dmitri hadn't agreed on the importance of 
teaching the mage body parts in Garouan, but Carlisle had insisted on its importance 
nonetheless. Hysterically, Dmitri imagined the world where Carlisle hadn't been so 
determined, and Jaime had to tell them he was raped by pulling down his pants and showing 
him and Elli the gaping wound. 


Jaime had tried to comfort Elli, or perhaps take comfort in Elli, by stroking their fur. Because 
he wasn’t able to express to Jaime he was safe using words, he was tempted to do so using 
the language of touch, just as Jaime had done with Elli. He was ready to use the hand 
supporting Jaime’s upper back to try and stroke his shaggy brown hair when he was struck by 
the memory of Jaime saying so many months ago “I’m sorry. Mage do not touch Dmitri, not 
touch Lada, not touch Khalida, not touch Mirza, not touch Doctor, um Doctor Carlisle? But 
please um... please you do not touch mage either.” He’d said it after they’d told him off for 
trying to essentially proposition Dmitri. He’d said “I’m sorry” so many times, back then it 
was one of the only things he knew how to say in their language. 


Less than an hour ago, Dmitri would have said werewolves didn’t rape, didn’t keep slaves, 
but now he wasn’t so sure of its impossibility. It occurred to him now that perhaps Jaime 
became a hunter in the first place because he had been mistreated by wolves in his past. 
Between the way he propositioned Dmitri back in the beginning as though he was expected 
to, the way he’d fearfully begged not to be touched, the ease with which he fell into 
following the orders of werewolves as a prisoner, and the fresh proof that the sin of rape was 
not beyond the nature of the wolf, it seemed sincerely possible that some pack somewhere in 
his homeland had held Jaime in slavery, had sexually abused him, and he joined the hunters 
because essentially they had rescued him from such a terrible situation. 


It still would be wrong to murder, even if the underlying prejudice motivating the crime was 
rooted in an actual trauma. It would still be wrong, but Dmitri could see how Jaime could 
have done it. He could see how he could have justified it in his mind as getting revenge, 
getting justice. He could see it as possible that theirs was not the first mage collar wrapped 
around his neck. 


He was prepared to shift their collar a bit, exposing the area to check for scars, brands, 
possibly a tattoo, but he found that the collar was gone. Jaime’s brown skin was red with 
blood, as were his shirt and his hands, but overtop that bloody skin, was no collar. 


Dmitri stopped walking. Bringing an uncollared mage into the pack would be akin to 
bringing in an armed bomb; he’d absorb the explosion with his body before he threatened his 
pack with it. 


“What happened to your collar?” 


“Anthony hurt it. Hurt neck. Hands and fingers.” He drew his own fingers over his throat as 
though they were claws. 


Dmitri needed to get a better look at the alleged wound to see if it was really there. He 
strayed from his course towards a nearby riverbank. He’d wash the blood away to see if the 
wound was real, or if Jaime had murdered Anthony and then fabricated this story as a cover 
to get back into the pack and kill everyone with magic. 


His heart felt clenched by fear. He was scared for their pack at the possibility of this being 
real and what it would mean for them regarding conflict with Throlden, what it would mean 
regarding their culpability in what happened. Shamefully, he was even more scared this was 
fake and somehow Jaime was able to remove his own collar, or convince somebody else to 
remove it for him, then ambush Anthony with the intention of exterminating the local wolves 
in revenge for their extermination of his hunter pack. It would explain his delay, if he 
murdered all the wolves in Throlden, he’d likely need some time to recharge his magic before 
he could do the same to Hearthstone. 


Hearing the flow of water in the stream and the blood pounding in his ears as the ice grew in 
his stomach, Dmitri thought of drowning the mage. If he resisted using magic, he showed 
himself to have ill intentions, if he didn’t, and he drowned, then their problem would be gone 
either way. 


Despite his physical weakness, Jaime met his eyes, perhaps knowing what thought flicked 
across Dima’s mind. And it was only a flicker, truly. It was a fleeting thought quickly 
replaced with understanding of how cruel it was. It would be murder, not self defense. It was 
unfair to Jaime, a no-win situation. Jaime had just been victimized and here he was justifying 
ways to kill him. 


If Jaime had truly overpowered the Throlden Pack, he had no need to trick Dmitri and Elli 
into returning him to the pack. If he could use magic and had ill intentions, all he’d need to 
do is make himself invisible and follow Dmitri and Elli home, or if he remembered the way, 
simply take himself to the Hearthstone Pack before slaughtering everyone. 


Jaime had been growing more comfortable with their pack before this happened. He had been 
helpful, respectful, kind. That wasn’t because of tests, restrictions, and punishments. His 
kindness to them was nurtured by the kindness shown to him by people better than Dmitri— 
Mirza and Carlisle among them. 


Dmitri knew then he would bring Jaime back to the pack, uncollared. He’d protect him from 
Anthony, from Lada and Khalida too if he had to. He’d get him medical attention for the pain 
he so obviously was in—Dmitri’s thawing stomach curdled at the knowledge he’d forced 
Jaime to wait in pain while he thought about what to do. Jaime was going to have him in his 
comer now no matter what. 


“It’s okay.” Dmitri said aloud to Jaime. “I’m only going to rinse some of the blood off you. 
Don’t worry, I won’t use much. I won’t let you catch a chill.” 


Rinsing Jaime’s body, Dmitri felt the intimacy with him he’d felt when strapping the knife to 
his body, the knife that Anthony surely had confiscated. He felt sick at the thought of 
Anthony finding the knife and being incensed, of hurting Jaime because he found it. Despite 
the guilt, the intimacy was the dominant feeling. To wash another person was intimate. The 
closeness of their bodies allowed Dmitri to smell Jaime’s natural scent beneath the 
conglomerate odor of sperm and blood and sweat. 


He’d never felt close to a human before, and though Garou knew both of them had done 
horrible things to each other, and though in concept they should be diametrically opposed to 
each other, in the shared moment, Dmitri felt close to this human. 
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Dmitri cradled him, his arms strategically obscuring Jaime’s neck from the pack. 


Ash was waiting for them at the perimeter of the village. Immediately Dmitri approached him 
and they walked together towards the infirmary. 


“What did Elli tell you?” 


“Injuries sustained from rape, they noted blood loss and broken fingers, probably more 
injuries he didn t disclose to you.” 


“Yes. After Elli left, Jaime said his back hurt and was bleeding. When I picked him up, I 
noticed he was underweight. Hes underweight and he has been for a while, he couldn t have 
lost that much weight just from the last two weeks. We did that to him. I tried to wash some of 
the blood off of him, and noticed a large burn on his chin and upper neck.” At this point, 
Dmitri stopped walking and Ash did too. “When I was cleaning away the blood, I realized his 


collar was gone. He told me Anthony cut his throat with his claws and I believe him. I need 
you to believe him too. He's hurt and he needs someone to take care of him. Please dont tell 
Lada and Khalida yet.” 


Jaime recognized many, but not all of the words they were saying. He recognized the word 
collar and held his breath for Ash’s reaction. 


“He's my patient now. I'll bandage his burn and nobody will know the collar 8 gone until 
we ’re ready to tell them. Have you seen him try to heal himself?” 


“T haven t, but I imagine if he could he would. Hes in pain.” 
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“Okay, give him to me.’ 


After a moment of pause, Dmitri was handing him over, just like that, after everything he’d 
been through. Jaime didn’t know Ash like he knew Carlisle. He knew he was a medic, like 
Carlisle, but it was all he knew. Carlisle was gentle and physically very small, and he had 
never hurt Jaime, and although Ash too had never hurt Jaime, he was a healer with the spirit 
of a fighter, which made him dangerous. When Jaime was in the infirmary recovering from 
his stomach virus, he’d seen Ash argue with patients, with Dmitri and Khalida even. If he 
could be emotionally insensitive regarding treatment for his own pack, there was no reason 
for someone as low as Jaime to believe he’d be sensitive during his treatment. He’d insist on 
checking the wounds on his genitals, his anus and rectum. He wouldn’t listen when Jaime 
said no and he’d get the other healer Darius to help hold him down and he’d say something 
that could convince Dmitri about how he needs to feel the wound and then he’d be putting in 
a finger and no one would help Jaime. 


Jaime felt furious with himself for trying to do the right thing and warn Elli, furious with 
Dmitri for trying to hand him over after how disastrous it was the last time he gave Jaime to a 
man. How could Dmitri hold him and clean the blood off of his neck and speak softly and 
then hand him over so easily? 


Jaime needed to fight, but his throat was so shredded he couldn’t scream, even the 
conversation with Elli and Dmitri had been burdensome. Still he clung to Dmitri for whatever 
protection he could, refusing to be traded away again. Eskender used to “protect” Jaime from 
gangrape by the other hunters so long as Jaime fawned over him and was obedient; when 


Eskender was angry with Jaime for real or perceived infractions, he would be thrown to the 
lions. In order to satisfy Eskender, Jaime had to beg for his forgiveness, prostrate himself and 
beg to be allowed back into his good graces and to be allowed to use magic to heal his 
wounds. 


With the freshness of Anthony’s torture and the triggered memory of Eskender’s, Jaime cried. 
Another time he may have been humiliated by it, but his mind-body connection was severing 
in the way it did in these situations, and he thought of nothing. “No, no Eskender please. 
Don’t share me; I belong to you.” He was trembling all over, but he couldn’t help it; he didn’t 
even know where he was. 


Eskender took him back from the other man, but he was talking in gibberish to Jaime and he 
couldn’t understand, but he must have been happy with Jaime’s begging because he was 
carrying him away to his tent and it would be horrible but familiar— familiar as opposed to 
what? 


Jaime’s mind had the courtesy to return into his body, but as Dmitri laid him in an infirmary 
bed, he couldn’t help but feel it had done so too early. This room was filled with men; Dmitri, 
Ash, Carlisle, Darius all crowded inside. 


But Jaime needed his clarity in order to protect himself. He had magic now, granted he had 
nothing left at the moment, but if he was allowed to rest and heal naturally, it would come 
back slowly. If he was fed sufficiently, or if he was allowed to overeat, it would be faster. As 
his magic returned to him, he wouldn’t waste it all on healing himself; he’d keep the majority 
in reserve in case he needed to defend himself. It would mean spending more time sitting in 
pain, but it was better to have old pains last longer than have new ones be inflicted and not 
even be able to heal them because he’d already stupidly used his magic to make himself 
comfortable. 


Of course that would be viable, the problem being that now that there was no collar blocking 
his magic, the only thing preventing him from healing himself was himself, but if he slept, 
his body would repair itself using magic involuntarily. If he didn’t sleep he wouldn’t waste 
magic, but if he didn’t sleep, he wouldn’t replenish much magic either. 


He started weeping. That was involuntary as well. How can IJ still be so powerless, so 
pathetic, when I finally have my magic back, when I should feel the best I have in years? 


Dmitri’s rough fingers gently wiped his tears away. With his unbroken fingers, Jaime reached 
for Dmitri’s and held on. 


Ash said something; it was hard to tell if Ash was saying it to the room or to a single person, 
but then a hand was touching at Jaime’s foot and he didn’t care. He kicked at the hand; he 
wouldn’t allow his legs to be forcibly parted. 


Dmitri squeezed his left hand, the healthy one. Unlike Jaime, Dmitri had two healthy hands; 
he used one to hold Jaime’s and the other to stroke his arm. 


“No touch legs.” Jaime would rather beg than demand, but he didn’t know how to say please 
in the Hearthstone Pack’s language. It was not as though anyone made requests of him; they 
made demands. 


“T was trying to rule out a spinal injury.” Ash said slowly. “Since you were able to kick like 
that, I dont think you have one.”’ 


Jaime appreciated that Ash spoke slowly to make it easier for Jaime to parse his words; 
unfortunately knowing what he said and knowing what the words he said meant were two 
different things, of which Jaime was only able to achieve the first. 


“No touch legs,” Jaime reiterated with more confidence. 


“We won t touch your legs,’ Dmitri agreed. 


“But we will need to touch you, you’re hurt badly.” 


“No!” Jaime insisted, “No touch. You no touch me.”’ 


“His neck is burned, lets try starting there and we can build trust,” Ash suggested. 


“Somebody get Mirza,’ Carlisle said. “He feels safe with her.” 


“Got it,”’ Darius said, running out of the room. 


Carlisle stepped forward. “Let me be the one who treats him, we have better rapport.” 


Ash stepped away and started cleaning his hands. 


“Jaime, may I touch your neck?” 


Those being words Jaime understood, he began to vigorously refuse. “No! No collar! No 
touch neck!” He was flagging in energy; he’d been through more than too much. He couldn’t 
let anything else happen to him. 


With the very last of his magic, Jaime summoned a threatening looking red light from his 
hurt fingers, functionally useless, but the hope behind it being its frightening appearance 
scaring the medics away from touching him. 


And then he vomited down his front. 


He saw Dmitri leaning over him, felt his hands trying to lift him up from his prone position. 


He lost consciousness. 


Regained it briefly to feel something sharp being inserted into the crook of his elbow. 


Vomited again. 


And lost consciousness again. 


Mirza was on her way into the infirmary with Darius in time to see Jaime laying limp on the 
cot. He looked the worst she’d ever seen him. Vomit leaked from his mouth. Tears leaked 
from his eyes although he was seemingly unconscious. 


Carlisle and Ash started trying to wipe him clean. They asked Dmitri to give them space to 
do their work. He left the treatment area for the supply closet, tugging Mirza along with him. 


“Did Darius tell you what happened?” He asked. 


“He told me Jaime was attacked by that—that animal.” She confirmed. 


“Elli’s sent people after him; I need to be one of them. If I leave him, will you stay? There’s 
no one I trust to comfort him like I trust you. I’m no good for this. I never make anyone feel 
better, but I know someone who deserves to have me make them feel worse.” 


“T’ll stay. Of course I'll stay. You should stay too.” 


Dmitri looked shocked to hear her say it. 


“He’s grown to like you too, or at least tolerate you. Stay with him. If there’s people after 
Anthony already, then there’s no need for you to be one of them.” 


“I’m the guard captain. And I need to make this right. He won’t want me to comfort him; 
he’ll want me to get him justice. He doesn’t want me around him.” 


“You got him this far.” 


“T got him into this .” 


“No Dmitri, you got him out of this . You removed his collar? I noticed it was gone.” 


“Not me—not me.” Dmitri started weeping. “He said that bastard—” Dmitri’s voice cracked. 
“He said that bastard destroyed it while slashing his throat. He’s only alive because when it 
was broken he was able to heal the most severe wounds.” 


Mirza wrapped her Dmitri into a tight hug. 


“He’s so hurt, Mirza. How could Anthony do that to him? Elli trusted him, this pack trusted 
him. I—” 


“You are not responsible for this. Last time I checked, you are not this pack’s alpha. The 
decision to send Jaime to Throlden was not made by you. You proposed the collar initially, 
but it was ultimately Lada’s decision. If you hadn't suggested it, he’d already be dead.” 


“Maybe that would be better.” 


Mirza released him from the hug coldly. “No,” she said. “Feel guilty,” she said. “We all ought 
to, but do not say he’d be better off dead. He is still alive because he is a fighter, because he 
wanted to live more than he wanted to not be in pain, more than he wanted to not be tortured, 
more than he—more than he wanted to not be raped. He chose to live, so don’t you dare try 
to invalidate that choice. If you want to kill Anthony, you’re not doing it as vengeance for a 
man who’s already dead, you’re doing it to make the world safer for him once he is well. If 
you stay to comfort Jaime, you’re doing it because he deserves to have a community behind 
him while he recovers, not because you just want to assuage your guilt.” 


Dmitri paused, absorbing the weight of her words. “He has you, Darius, Ash, Carlisle; I'll 
support him by making the world safer.” 


Returning to the greater infirmary, Mirza saw Ash, Darius, and Carlisle were all working in 
tandem on different parts of Jaime. His bloody, vomit-covered clothes had been cut away, 
revealing his body, which looked to Mirza like one giant bruise. Ash was bandaging the 
burned neck, Darius was working on the purple, broken fingers, Carlisle was doing 
something between Jaime’s legs. 


“What are you doing?” she accosted him. 


“He has an injury inside. That bastard opened his claws with his hand inside Jaime. I have to 
treat it, and the others there, because we want Jaime to be able to pass waste in the future 
without pain.” 


“You're going to frighten him, he’s not going to stay unconscious. You need to stop.” She 
came around to remove Carlisle, by force if she had to, but was stunned at the sight of 
Jaime’s blistered, blackened, blood-vessel ruptured buttocks. He would have had to have 
been beaten, not spanked—beaten—and for a long time, to cause the wounds she saw. 


“We’ve sedated him,” Ash interjected. Mirza opened her mouth to protest, but Carlisle cut 
her off before she could start. 


“We don’t like this either; we don’t want to do this to him when he can’t even refuse, but if 
we leave these wounds, any of them, the consequences will be serious.” 


Ash, seemingly done with Jaime’s neck, moved to his stomach. 


“Wait until he heals himself. You can’t just violate him a second time like this.” 


“He used all his magic, it’s going to take days for it to fully replenish, it will be several hours 
at the very least until he can heal even a small wound. If we leave his wounds until he can fix 
them himself, they may be beyond what even magic can repair. We doubt he could regrow his 
fingers if he gets gangrene or if he even would wake up if the wounds in his rectum become 
septic.” 


“Tt can’t be that long for it to come back; he’s a powerful mage.” 


“Mirza,” Darius addressed her, “go ahead and hold his right hand, the unbroken one.” 


Mirza did. Jaime’s fingers felt like ice in hers despite the warmth of the overfilled room. 


“His body temperature is low, he’s vomited twice, he seized before you got here. His magic 
isn’t low, it is gone. He’s hurt his body with how much he cast. If we want him to live, we’re 
going to have to help him get there using medicine, not magic,” Darius continued. 


“Tt’s not his fault,” Mirza said, feeling crushed. “He probably had to cast so much to defend 
himself. He was scared.” 


“We know,” Carlisle added. “And we don’t think he should die for it. Please let us take care 
of him.” 


“What can I do,” Mirza asked. 


The trio took a moment to think before Carlisle told her, “Use a clean dry washcloth to wipe 
away the grime in the places we are not working in. We’d like for him to feel clean when he 
wakes up, but we don’t want to risk lowering his body temperature any more by using water. 
His temperature isn’t dangerous as it is, but it could become dangerous if we’re not careful. 
When we’re done working on him, you can hold him and that will help raise his body temp 
too.” 


Waking up, Jaime had pain, but not much, not as much as he should. He felt somebody 
holding him. He looked over to see who his new tormentor was, but it was only Mirza. 


“Jaime,” she said tenderly. “How are you feeling?” 


His left hand was splinted and wrapped, but his right was free. He raised it slowly to his 
neck, feeling something on it. 


His eyes started watering again. “Collar?” he asked Mirza. 


“No,’”’ she promised. “This is not a collar.” She took his cold slender fingers in her warm 
pudgy ones and ran them over his neck softly. “This is a bandage. Bandage.”’ 


“T don’t understand; I tried to help you. How could you collar me again?” 


“No, no baby. This is a bandage.” She moved his right hand to feel his left one. “See how it 
feels the same as your neck? This is a bandage. 


“Hold on,” she said, standing up. She rummaged through the drawers in the infirmary and 
brought back a mirror. She held it so he could see himself. He was wearing a clean white 
gauzy bandage, but he didn’t feel relieved. He looked horrible. His eyes were ringed with 
dark circles from his days of terror, unable to rest. The whites were partially red from when 
Anthony had smothered him, or maybe just from how much he had cried. 


He shut his eyes. He tried to reach for his magic, just to see if it was there. It wasn’t. 


He really was entirely at Hearthstone’s mercy. He didn’t have high hopes. To expect 
caretaking from them would be to expect something nobody had done for him since he was 
very small, before his parents had died and his town mayor had sent him far away to live with 


an uncle he’d never heard of, the only person with the means to house both Jaime and 
Shamira. 


He felt so tired, so empty, so done. He hid his face, turning away from Mirza. He knew it was 
wrong to give up, he knew how much his life cost so many innocent people, he knew he still 
had a responsibility to his sister, but he was just so exhausted. 


He didn’t think he deserved, after everything he did, to be allowed to give up, but he also 
didn’t think he deserved to be raped and so perhaps it simply wasn’t the way of the world to 
allocate to people what they deserved or to stop the undeserving from taking what they 
shouldn’t. Still, he made himself promise that this wasn’t giving up, it wasn’t giving in. He 
had no chance of escaping in the state he was in while a werewolf sat and guarded him, even 
one as gentle-hearted as Mirza. This wasn’t a surrender, it was a tactical pause. 


Unexpectedly for a jailer, Mirza began to hum and sing a lullaby whilst stroking Jaime’s hair. 
Mirza wasn’t his mother, he hadn't had a mother for a very long time, but she wasn’t beating 

or raping him, so he allowed himself to relax into her ministrations. He wasn’t giving up. He 

wasn’t giving in. He was taking a tactical pause. He was recuperating with the knowledge he 
would escape one day. Soon, he thought, one day soon. 


Chapter End Notes 


Back with our regularly scheduled Jaime whump. I feel like we're really over the hump 
now. Obviously that was a heavy chapter, but from now one we'll be seeing a lot less h 
and a lot more c, and also a secret third thing ;). The next chapter posts the 29th. 


If any of you were in the path of totality for the eclipse today and care to share your 
experience, feel free to do so in the comments. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


